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Preface to the Second Edition 


For over a decade and a half the Norton Critical Edition of The 
Scarlet Letter, edited by Sculley Bradley, Richard Groom Beatty, 
and E. Hudson Long, has been a highly respected and successful 
book. A reliable text, helpful annotations, an impressive collection 
of background and source materials, and a representative selection 
from about one hundred years of criticism have made it one of the 
most useful works of its kind. In undertaking this revision 1 have 
kept that in mind. 

• The previous editors’ decision to use the first edition of The 
Scarlet Letter as the text was, as recent scholarship has demon¬ 
strated, the correct one. I have reprinted that text (vkdth a couple 
of emendations) because I am convinced that nothing in it impedes 
critical understanding and appreciation. There are, to be sure, bad 
texts in use; the first edition of The Scarlet Letter is not, in my 
judgment, one of them. 

Except for some minor changes in the informational footnotes 
to the novel, I have left them pretty much what they were in the 
first edition. I have, however, deleted those which offered interpre¬ 
tation so that the reader can initially experience the novel without 
prompting—there is plenty of interpretation in the back of the 
book, where it belongs. I have, further, expanded the area of anno¬ 
tation to cover the back-of-the-book materials as well as the novel. 
It did not seem consistent to gloss what might be troublesome 
references in Hawthorne while allowing equally or even more ob¬ 
scure references by the critics to pass in silence. 

In the section Backgrounds and Sources the materials in Records 
Based on Primary Sources could not be improved upon and so are 
reprinted exactly. To The Scholar and the Sources I have added 
essays by Ernest Baughman and Michael Colacuicio as additional 
examples of how critically illuminating such a traditional form of 
scholarship can be when practiced with tact and sophistication. 

Since by my rough count almost two hundred studies of The 
Scarlet Letter have appeared in print since the first edition of this 
book, it is not surprising that the Criticism section has undergone 
the most change. Given the exigencies of space and the enormous 
amount of material to choose from, there was no way to feel com¬ 
pletely satisfied with my decisions of what to drop and whac to add. 
I did not assume, however, that later is always better. I have not 
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only retained ten of the nineteen original selections, but I have 
added as well two earlier pieces: John Gerber's ''Form and Con¬ 
tent in The Scarlet Letter** (1944)—still one of the best analyses 
of the structure of the novel; and Darrel Abel’s "Hawthorne’s 
Hester” (1952 ]—z strongly argued disagreement with the grade 
given Hawthorne by Frederick Carpenter’s "Scarlet A Minus.” 

The most obvious change in Criticism—the inclusion of a dis-* 
Crete section on "The Custom-House”—^was the easiest to make. 
One of the clearest directions taken by criticism in the past twenty 
years has been a growing consensus that Hawthorne’s introductory 
essay is not a detadiable entity but, rather, as Sam Baskett’s title 
has it, very much an integral part of "The (Complete) Scarlet 
Letter.** The four essays which comprise this section display—each 
with its own kind of emphasis—^what meanings can come into 
view when we, as it were, enter the novel through the door of "The 
Custom-House.” 

The previous editors began their Essays in Criticism with Henry 
James (1879), Presumably because that’s where the modem criti¬ 
cism of Hawthorne’s novel begins. There is certainly something to 
be said for the position. I have, however, begun earlier—^with excerpts 
from five contemporary reviews. I have done so not only to show, 
for the purposes of contrast, how mid-nineteenth4:entury criticism 
proceeded, but also to remind the present-day reader how dating 
was Hawthorne’s treatment of The Fallen Woman to a Victorian 
culture which assumed that any fictional lady who stooped to folly 
would inevitably die an instructive death. 

The twenty essays in criticism, old and new, which comprise 
the final section of this book are not, as the sentimental song has 
it, "a few of my favorite things.” I have tried instead to present as 
wide a variety of critical approaches and opinions—many quite dif¬ 
ferent from my own—as would eventuate from the suspension of 
my bias and the advice of other Hawthorne specialists. 

It gives me great pleasure to express my gratitude to my colleagues 
at the University of Detroit for answering so many of my questions; 
to Professors Nina Baym of the University of Illinois and Sargent 
Bush of the University of Wisconsin for their suggestions about 
the contents of this book; to Miss Diar? Eaton for saving this 
miserable two-fingered typist hours of irritation and drudgery; and 
to Mr. John Benedict of Norton for being as good an editor as 
anyone could hope for. 


Seymour Cross 
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The Scarlet Letter 


Preface' 


Much to the author's surprise, and (if he may say so without 
additional oflFence) considerably to his amusement, he finds that 
his sketch of official life, introductory to The Scarlet Letter, has 
created an unprecedented excitement in the respectable com- 
munity immediately around him.^ It could hardly have been more 
violent, indeed, had he burned down the Custom-House, and 
quenched its last smoking ember in the blood of a certain venerable 
personage, against whom he is supposed to cherish a peculiar 
malevolence.* As the public disapprobation would weigh very 
heavily on him, were he conscious of deserving it, the author begs 
leave to say, that he has carefully read over the introductory pages, 
with a purpose to alter or expunge whatever might be found amiss, 
and to make the best reparation in his power for the atrocities of 
which he has been adjudged guilty. But it appears to him, that the 


1. Although the text of the novel given 
here is that of its first edition, the editors 
have added Hawthorne’s preface to the 
second edition, for its historical interest. 
i. That is, Mlem, Massachusetts, his 
birthplace, where Hawthorne had re¬ 
cently lost his position in the Custom¬ 
house (1849) b^use of a Whig victory 
in the Presidential election of Zachary 
Taylor. Hawthorne’s sketches of his 
former Whig colleagues drew fire at 
once from the local press. Randall 
Stewart, in his Bamtkornt, quotes a 
blast from the Salem Register, a Whig 
paper, dated March 21, 1850: “Haw¬ 
thorne seeks to vent his spite * * * 
by small sneers at Salem, and by vill- 
^Dg some of bis former associates, to 


a degree of which we should have sup¬ 
posed any gentleman * « * incapable 
* * * The most venomous, malignant, 
and unaccountable assault is made upon 
a venerable gentleman, whose chief 
crime seems to be that he loves a good 
dinner." 

3. The Reverend Charles Wentworth 
l^ham of Salem, a power among the 
Massachusetts Whigs, whom Senator 
Charles Sumner callM “that smooth, 
smiling, oily man of God," brought 
about Hawthorne’s dismissal, and the 
latter, who thought him “the most sat¬ 
isfactory villain that ever was," prob¬ 
ably portrayed him as the arrogant 
Judge Pyncheon of The House of tie 
Seveu Gobles (1851). 

5 
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only remarkable features of the sketch are its frank and genuine 
good-humor, and the general accuracy with which he has conveyed 
his sincere impressions of the characters therein described. As to 
enmity, or ill-feeling of any kind, personal or political, he utterly 
disclaims such motives. Ilie sketch might, perhaps, have been 
wholly omitted, without loss to the public, or detriment to Uie 
book; but, having undertaken to write it he conceives that it could 
not have been done in a better or a kindlier spirit, nor, so far as his 
abilities availed, with a livelier effect of truth. 

The author is constrained, therefore, to republish his introductory 
sketch without the change of a word.* 

Salem, March 30, 1850. 


The Custoiii'Hotise 

Introductory to “The Scarlet Letter” 

It is a little remarkable, that—though disinclined to talk over¬ 
much of myself and my affairs at the fireside, and to my personal 
friends—^an autobiographical impulse should twice in my life have 
taken possession of me, in addressing the public. The first time was 
three or four years since, when I frvored the reada—inexcusably, 
and for no eartoly reason, that either the indulgent reader or the in¬ 
trusive author could imagine—^with a description of my way of life 
in the deep quietude of an Old Manse.* And now—^because, beyond 
my deserts, 1 was happy enough to find a listener or two on the 
former occasion—I again seize the public by the button, and talk of 
my three years' experience in a Custom-House. The example of the 
famous *T. P., Clerk of this Parish,"* was never more faithfully 
followed. The truth seems to be, however, that, when he casts his 
leaves forth upon the wind, the author addresses, not the many who 
will fling aside his volume, or never take it up, but the few who will 
understand him, better than most of his schoolmates and life-mates. 
Some authors, indeed, do far more than this, and indulge them¬ 
selves in such confidential depths of revelation as could fittingly be 
addressed, only and exclusively, to the one heart and mind of per- 

4. Probably literally true, but never- Manse.** 

theless certain changes, due to editorial 6. The Memoirs of P. P^ Clerk of tkit 
or printers’ error, anteared in the sec- Perish, an early eighteenth-century 
ond edition. mock autobiography, was published 

5. Hawthorne completed Messes from anonymously, as were other satires 
on Old ifeiue (1846) in the homestead emanating from the ao<a]Ied "Scrib- 
of the Emerson family, where the Haw- lerus Club" of Pope, Swift, Thomas 
thomes settled after their marriage. Parnell, Dr. John Arbuthnot, and John 
Hawthorne’s "autobiographical im- Gay. “P. P." satirioslly parodies the 
pulse" was displayed in the intro- tedious, digressive autobiography of 
ductory essay, “The Author Makes Bishop Gilbert Burnet, A Mislory of 
the Reader A^uainted with his Abode,” His Own Times (1723). 

and la the sketch entitled "The Old 
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feet sympathy; as if the printed book, thrown at large on the wide 
world, were certain to find out the divided segment of the writer's 
own nature^ and complete his drde of existence by bringing him 
into communion with it. It is scarcely decorous, however, to speak 
all, even where we speak impersonally. But—as thoughts are frozen 
and utterance benumbed, unless the speaker stand in some true 
relation with his audience-<^t may be pardonable to imagine that 
a friend, a kind and af^ehensive, thou^ not the closest friend, is 
listening to our talk; and then, a native reserve being thawed by diis 
genial consciousness, we may prate of the circumstances that lie 
around us, and even of ourself, hut still keep the inmost Me bdiind 
its veil. To this extent and within these limits, an author, me> 
thinks, may be autobiographical, without violating either the read¬ 
er’s rights or his own. 

* It will be seen, likewise, that this Custom-House sketch has a 
certain propriety, of a kind always recognized in literature, as ex¬ 
plaining how a large portion of ihe following pages came into my 
possession, and as offering proofe of the authenticity of a narrative 
therein contained. This, in fact,—a desire to put myself in my true 
position as editor, or very little more, of the most prolix among 
the tales that make up my volume,—^this, and no other, is my true 
reason for assuming a personal relation with the public. In ao* 
complishing the mam purpose, it has appeared allowable, by a few 
extra touches, to give a faint representation of a mode of life not 
heretofore descril^, together with some of the characters that 
move in it, among whom the author happened to make one. 

In my native town of Salem, at the head of what, half a century 
ago, in the days of old King Derby,^ was a bustling wharf,—^but 
which is now burdened with decayed wooden warehouses, and ex¬ 
hibits few or no symptoms of commercial life; except, perhaps, a 
bark or brig, half-way down its melancholy length, discharging 
hides; or, nearer at hand, a Nova Scotia schooner, pitching out her 
cargo of firewood,—^at the head, I say, of this dilapidate wharf, 
which the tide often overflows, and along which, at the base and in 
the rear of the row of buildings, the track of many languid years is 
seen in a border of unthrifty grass,—here, with a view from its 
front windows adown this not very enlivening prospect, and thence 
across the harbour, stands a spacious edifice of brick. From Uie 
loftiest point of its roof, during precisely three and a half hours of 
each forenoon, floats or droops, in breeze or calm, the banner of 
the republic; but with the thirteen stripes turned vertically, instead 
of horizontally, and thus indicating that a civil, and not a military 

7. Ellas Basket Derby (1739-^9): lution. he won the nickname of *'CNd 
as shipowner, pioneer of the oriental King Derby." 
trade, and privateersman of the Revo- 
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post of Unde Sam*s goverament, is here established. Its front is 
ornamented with a portico of half a dozen wooden pillars, sup¬ 
porting a balcony, l^neath which a flight of wide granite steps 
descends towards the street. Over the entrance hovers an enormous 
specimen of the American eagle, with outspread wings, a shield be¬ 
fore her breast, and, if I recollect aright, a bunch of intermingled 
thunderbolts and barbed arrows in each claw. With the customary , 
infirmity of temper that characterizes this unhappy fowl, she ap¬ 
pears, by the fierceness of her beak and eye and the general trucu- 
lency of her attitude, to threaten mischief to the inoffensive com¬ 
munity; and especially to warn all citizens, careful of their safety, 
against intruding on the premises which she overshadows with 
her wings. Nevertheless, vixenly as she looks, many people are seek¬ 
ing, at this very moment, to shelter themselves under the wing of 
the federal eagle; imagining, I presume, that her bosom has all the* 
softness and snugness of an eider-down pillow. But she has no 
great tenderness, even in her best of moods, and, sooner or later,— 
oftener soon than late,—is apt to fling off her nestlings with a 
scratch of her claw, a dab of her beak, or a rankling wound from 
her barbed arrows. 

The pavement round about the above-described edifice—^which 
we may as well name at once as the Custom-House of the port— 
has grass enough growing in its chinks to show that it has not, of 
late days, been worn by any multitudinous resort of business. In 
some months of the year, however, there often chances a forenoon 
when affairs move onward with a livelier tread. Such occasions 
might remind the elderly citizen of that period, before the last war 
with England,^ when Salem was a port by itself; not scorned, as 
she is now, by her own merchants and ship-owners, who permit 
her wharves to crumble to ruin, while their ventures go to swell, 
needlessly and imperceptibly, the mighty flood of commerce at 
New York or Boston. On some such morning, when three or four 
vessels happen to have arrived at once,—usually from Africa or 
South America,—or to be on the verge of their departure thither¬ 
ward, there is a sound of frequent feet, passing briskly up and down 
the granite steps. Here, before his own wife has greeted him, you 
may greet the sea-flushed ship-master, just in port, with his vessel’s 
papers under his arm in a tarnished tin box. Here, too, comes his 
owner, cheerful or sombre, gracious or in the sulks, accordingly as 
his scheme of the now accomplished voyage has been realized in 
merchandise that will readily be turned to gold; or has buried him 
under a bulk of incommodities, such as nobody will care to rid him 
of. Here, likewise,—the germ of the wrinkle-browed, grizzly-b^rded, 
careworn merchant,—^we have the smart young clerk, who gets the 
8. The Wir of 1812. 
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taste of traffic as a wolf-cub does of blood, and already sends ad' 
ventures in his master’s ships, when he had better be sailing mimic 
boats upon a mill-pond. Another figure in the scene is the outward* 
bound sailor, in quest of a protection; or the recently arrived one, 
pale and feeble, seeking a passport to the hospital. Nor must we 
forget the captains of the rusty little schooners that bring firewood 
from the British provinces; a rough-looking set of tarpaulins, with¬ 
out the alertness of the Yankee aspect, but contributing an item 
of no slight importance to our decaying trade. 

Cluster all these individuals together, as they sometimes were^ 
with other miscellaneous ones to diversify the group, and, for the 
time being, it made the Custom-House a stirring scene. More 
frequently, however, on ascending the steps, you would discern—^in 
the entry, if it were summer time, or in their appropriate rooms, 

• if wintry or inclement weather—a row of venerable figures, sitting in 
old-fashioned chairs, which were tipped on their hind legs back 
against the wall. Oftentimes they were asleep, but occasionally 
might be heard talking together, in voices between speech and a 
snore, and with that lack of energy that distinguishes the oc¬ 
cupants of alms-houses, and all other human beings who depend 
for subsistence on charity, on monopolized labor, or any thing else 
but their own independent exertions. These old gentlemen—seated, 
like Matthew,* at the receipt of custom, but not very liable to be 
summoned thence, like him, for apostolic errands—^were Custom- 
House officers. 

Furthermore, on the left hand as you enter the front door, is a 
certain room or office, about fifteen feet square, and of a lofty 
height; with two of its arched windows commanding a view of the 
aforesaid dilapidated wharf, and the third looking across a narrow 
lane, and along a portion of Derby Street. All three give glimpses 
of the shops of grocers, block-makers, slop-sellers, and ship- 
chandlers; around the doors of which are generally to be seen, 
laughing and gossiping, clusters of old salts, and such other wharf- 
rats as haunt the Wapping^ of a seaport. The room itself is cob- 
webbed, and dingy with old paint; its floor is strewn with gray sand, 
in a fashion that has elsewhere fallen into long disuse; and it is 
easy to conclude, from the general slovenliness of the place, that this 
is a sanctuary into which womankind, with her tools of magic, the 
broom and mop, has very infrequent access, In the way of furniture, 
there is a stove with a voluminous funnel; an old pine desk, with a 
three-legged stool beside it; two or three wooden-lrattom chairs, ex¬ 
ceedingly decrepit and infirm; and,—not to forget the library,—on 

9. In Matthew 9 : 9, the Apostle was 1. Specifically, the ancient district of 
“sitting at Uie receipt of custom”—^a wharves in London; hence figuratively, 
customhouse officer—when Jesus called the dockside slums of any seaport, 
him to beernne a disciple. 
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some shelves, a score or two of volumes of the Acts of Congress, and 
a bulky Digest of the Revenue Laws. A tin pipe ascends through the 
ceiling, and fonns a medium of vocal communication with other 
parts of the edifice. And here, some six months ago,—^pacing from 
comer to comer, or lounging on the long-legged stool, with his elbow 
on the desk, and his eyes wandering up and down the columns of 
the morning newspaper,—^you might have recognized, honored» 
reader, the same individual who welcomed you into his cheery little 
study, where the sunshine glimmering so pleasantly through the wfl- 
low branches, on the western side of the Old Manse. But now, 
should you go thither to seek him, you would inquire in vain for the 
Loco-foco^ Surveyor. The besom of reform has swept him out of 
office; and a worthier successor wears his dignity and pockets his 
emoluments. 

This old town of Salem—my native place, though I have dwelf 
much away from it, both in boyhood and maturer years—possesses, 
or did possess, a hold on my affections, the force of which 1 have 
never realized during my seasons of actual residence here. Indeed, 
so far as its physical aspect is concerned, with its flat, unvaried 
surface, covered chiefly with wooden houses, few or none of which 
pretend to architectural beauty,—its irregularity, which is neither 
picturesque nor quaint, but only tame,—its long and lazy street, 
lounging wearisomely through the whole extent of the peninsula, 
with Gallows Hill and New Guinea at one end, and a view of the 
alms-house at the other,—such being the features of my native 
town, it would be quite as reasonable to form a sentimental attach¬ 
ment to a disarranged checkerboard. And yet, though invariably 
happiest elsewhere, there is within me a feeling for old Salem, 
which, in lack of a better phrase, I must be content to call affection. 
The sentiment is probably assignable to the deep and aged roots 
which my family has struck into the soil. It is now nearly two 
centuries and a quarter since the original Briton, the earliest emi¬ 
grant of my name,* made his appearance in the wild and forest- 
bordered settlement, which has since become a city. And here his 
descendants have been bom and died, and have mingled their 
earthly substance with the soil; until no small portion of it must 
necessarily be akin to the mortal frame wherewith, for a little while, 

1 walk the streets. In part, therefore, the attachment which I speak 
of is the mere sensuoiiis sympathy of dust for dust. Few of my 

2. A Whig term of abuse for any J. Hawthorne’s first American ancestor. 
Democrat, originated in 1835 by con- William Hathorne [siej, came to 
servative Democrats of New York in Massachusetts from England in 1630; 
derision of a radical faction which, he became a member of the House of 
deprived of lamplight by a prank, con- Delegates and major of the Salem 
tinu«l meeting by the light of candles Militia, 
and “locofocos,” or friction matches. 
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counttymen can know what it is; nor, as frequrat transplantation 
is perhaps better for the stock, need they consider it desirable io 
know. 

But the sentiment has likewise its moral quality. The figure of 
that first ancestor, invested by family tradition with a dim and 
dusky grandeur, was present to my boyish imagination, as far back 
as I can remember. It still haunts me, and induces a sort of home- 
feeling with the past, which I scarcely claim in reference to the 
present phase of the town. I seem to have a stronger claim to a 
residence here on account of this grave, bearded, sable-cloaked, and 
steeple-erowned progenitor,—^who came so early, with his Bible and 
his sword, and trode the unworn street with such a stately port, and 
made so large a figure, as a man of war and peace,—a stronger claim 
, than for myself, whose name is seldom heard and my face hardly 
known. He was a soldier, legislator, judge; he was a ruler in the 
Church; he had all the Puritanic traits, both good and evil. He 
was likewise a bitter persecutor; as witness the Quakers, who have 
remembered him in their histories, and relate an incident of his 
hard severity towards a woman of their sect,^ which will last longer, 
it is to be feared, than any record of his better deeds, although these 
were many. His son, too, inherited the persecuting spirit, and made 
himself so conspicuous in the martyrdom of the witches, that their 
blood may fairly be said to have left a stain upon him.* So deep a 
stain, indeed, that his old dry bones, in the Charter Street burial- 
ground, must still retain it, if they have not crumbled utterly to 
dust! I know not whether these ancestors of mine bethought them¬ 
selves to repent, and ask pardon of Heaven for their cruelties; or 
whether they are now groaning under the heavy consequences of 
them, in another state of being. At all events, I, the present writer, 
as their representative, hereby take shame upon myself for their 
sakes, and pray that any curse incurred by them—as I have heard, 
and as the dreary and unprosperous condition of the race, for many 
a long year back, would argue to exist—may be now and henceforth 
removed. 

Doubtless, however, either of these stem and black-browed 
Puritans would have thought it quite a sufficient retribution for his 
sins, that, after so long a lapse of years, the old tmnk of the 
family tree, with so much venerable moss upon it, should have 
borne, as its topmost bough, an idler like myself. No aim, that I 
have ever cherished, would they recognize as laudable; no success 

4. Cf. “The Gentle Boy,” in which William, the original settler, was one of 

Hawthorne told the story of a Quaker the judges during the Salem witchcraft 
woman evangelist and her son, perse- trials in 1692; unlike the majority of 
cuted and destroyed by the severity of his colleagues, he refused to repent his 
the Puritans. role once the hysteria had passed. 

5. Magistrate John Hathome, a son of 
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of mine—if my life, beyond its domestic scope, had ever been 
brightened by success—^would they deem otherwise than worthless, 
if not positively disgraceful, ‘‘^^^at is he?” murmurs one gray 
shadow of my forefathers to the other. “A writer of story-booksi 
What kind of a business in life,—what mode of glorifying God, or 
being serviceable to mankind in his day and generation,—may that 
be? Why, the degenerate fellow might as well have been a fiddlerl’* 
Such are the compliments bandied between my great-grandsires 
and myself, across the gulf of time! And yet, let them scora me a$ 
they will, strong traits of their nature have intertwined themselves 
with mine. 

Planted deep, in the town’s earliest infancy and childhood, by 
these two earnest and energetic men, the race has ever since sub¬ 
sisted here; always, too, in respectability; never, so far as I have 
known, disgraced by a single unworthy member; but seldom or 
never, on the other hand, after the first two generations, performing 
any memorable deed, or so much as putting forward a claim to pub¬ 
lic notice. Gradually, they have sunk almost out of sight; as old 
houses, here and there about the streets, get covered half-way to the 
eaves by the accumulation of new soil. From father to son, for above 
a hundred years, they followed the sea; a gray-headed ship-master, 
in each generation, retiring from the quarter-deck to the homestead, 
while a boy of fourteen took the hereditary place before the mast, 
confronting the salt spray and the gale, which had blustered 
against his sire and grandsire. The boy, also, in due time, passed 
from the forecastle to the cabin, spent a tempestuous manhood, 
and returned from his world-wanderings, to grow old, and die, and 
mingle his dust with the natal earth. This long connection of a 
family with one spot, as its place of birth and burial, creates a 
kindred between the human being and the locality, quite inde¬ 
pendent of any charm in the scenery or moral circumstances that 
surround him. It is not love, but instinct. The new inhabitant— 
who came himself from a foreign land, or whose father or grand¬ 
father came-7-has little claim to be called a Salcmitc; he has no 
conception of the oyster-like tenacity with which an old settler, over 
whom his third century is creeping, clings to the spot where his 
successive generations have been imbedded. It is no matter that the 
place is joyless for him; that he is weary of the old wooden houses, 
the mud and dust, the dead level of site and sentiment, the chill 
east wind, and the chillest of social atmospheres;—all these, and 
whatever faults besides he may sec or imagine, are nothing to the 
purpose. The spell survives, and just as powerfully as if the natal 
spot were an earthly paradise. So has it been in my case. I felt it 
almost as a destiny to make Salem my home; so that the mould of 
features and cast of character which had all along been familiar 



Tht Citstoni’House * 13 

here—ever, as one representative of the race lay down in his |za^ 
another assuming, as it were, his sentry-march along the Main 
Street—might still in my little day be seen and recognized in the 
old town. Nevertheless, this very sentiment is an evidence that the 
connection, which has become an unhealthy one, should at last be 
severed. Human nature will not flourish, any more than a potato, 
if it be planted and replanted, for too long a series of generations, in 
the same worn-out soil. My children have had other birthplaces, 
and, so far as their fortunes may be within my control, shall strike 
their roots into unaccustomed earth. 

On emerging from the Old Manse, it was chiefly this strange, 
indolent, unjoyous attachment for my native town, that brought 
me to fill a place in Uncle Sam’s brick edifice, when I might as well, 
or better, have gone somewhere else. My doom was on me. It was 
' not the first time, nor the second, that I had gone away,—^as it 
seemed, permanently,—^but yet returned, like the bad half-penny; 
or as if Salem were for me the inevitable centre of the universe. So, 
one fine morning, I ascended the flight of granite steps, with the 
President’s commission in my pocket, and was introduced to the 
corps of gentlemen who were to aid me in my weighty responsibility, 
as chief executive officer of the Custom-House.* 

I doubt greatly—or rather, I do not doubt at all—^whether any 
public functionary of the United States, either in the civil or mil¬ 
itary line, has ever had such a patriarchal body of veterans under his 
orders as myself. The whereabouts of the Oldest Inhabitant was at 
once settled, when I looked at them. For upwards of twenty years be¬ 
fore this epoch, the independent position of the Collector had kept 
the Salem Custom-House out of the whirlpool of political vicissi¬ 
tude, which makes the tenure of office generally so fragile. A soldier, 
—^New England’s most distinguished soldier,’—^he stood firmly 
on the pedestal of his gallant services; and, himself secure in the 
vrise liberality of the successive administrations through which he 
had held office, he had been the safety of his subordinates in many 
an hour of danger and heart-quake. General Miller was radically 
conservative; a man over whose kindly nature habit had no slight 
influence; attaching himself strongly to familiar faces, and with dif¬ 
ficulty moved to change, even when change might have brought un¬ 
questionable improvement. Thus, on taldng charge of my depart¬ 
ment, I found few but aged men. They were ancient sea-captains,' 
for the most part, who, after being tost on every sea, and standing 
up sturdily against life’s tempestuous blast, had finally drifted into 

6. HawUwme became Surveyor in the for twenty-four years. Miller bad earlier 

Salem Customhouse in 1846 and re- distinguished himself in the War of 
mained in office until 1849. 1812 and as irst territorial governor of 

7. General James F. Miller, who Arkansas, 
had been the Collector, or chief officer. 
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this quiet nook; where; with little to disturb them, except Uie 
periodical terrors of a Presidential election, they one and aU ac¬ 
quired a new lease of existence. Though by no means less liable than 
their fellow-men to age and infirmity, they had evidently some 
talisman or other that kept death at bay. Two or three of their 
number, as I was assured, being gouty and rheumatic, or perhaps 
bed-ridden, never dreamed of making their appearance at the 
Custom-House, during a large part of the year; but, after a torpid 
winter, would creep out into the warm sunshine of May or June, go 
lazily about what they termed duty, and, at their own leisure and 
convenience, betake themselves to bed again. I must plead guilty 
to the charge of abbreviating the official breath of more than one of 
these venerable servanb of the republic. They were allowed, on my 
representation, to rest from their arduous labors, and soon after¬ 
wards—^as if their sole principle of life had been zeal for their 
country's service; as I verily believe it was—withdrew to a better 
world. It is a pious consolation to me, that, through my inter¬ 
ference, a sufficient space was allowed them for repentance of the 
evil and corrupt practices, into which, as a matter of course, every 
Custom-House officer must be supposed to fall. Neither the front 
nor the back entrance of the Custom-House opens on the road to 
Paradise. 

The greater part of my officers were Whigs. It was well for their 
venerable brotherhood, that the new Surveyor was not a politician, 
and, though a toithful Democrat in principle, neither received nor 
held his office with any reference to political services. Had it been 
otherwise,—^had an active politician been put into this influential 
post, to assume the easy task of making head against a Whig Col¬ 
lector, whose infirmities withheld him from the personal ad¬ 
ministration of his office,—hardly a man of the old corps would 
have drawn the breath of official life, within a month after the ex¬ 
terminating angel had come up the Custom-House steps. Accord¬ 
ing to the received code in such matters, it would have been nothing 
short of duty, in a politician, to bring every one of those white heads 
under the axe of the guillotine. It was plain enough to discern, that 
the old fellows dreaded some such discourtesy at my hands. It 
pained, and at the same time amused me, to behold the terrors 
that attended my advent; to see a furrowed cheek, weather-beaten 
by half a century of storm, turn ashy pale at the glance of so harm¬ 
less an individual as myself; to detect, as one or another addressed 
me, the tremor of a voice, which, in long-past days, had been wont 
to bellow through a speaking-trumpet, hoarsely enough to frighten 
Boreas himself to silence.* They knew, these excellent old persons, 
that, by all established rule,—^and, as regarded some of them, 

8. Boreas wu god of the aortli wind. 
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weighed by their own lack of efficiency for business,—^they ought to 
have given place to younger men, more orthodox ih politics, and 
altogether fitter than themselves to serve our common Uncle. I 
knew it too, but could never quite find in my heart to act upon the 
knowledge. Much and deservedly to my own discredit, therefore, 
and considerably to the detriment of my official conscience, they 
continued, during my incumbency, to creep about the wharves, and 
loiter up and down the Custom-House steps. They spent a good 
deal of time, also, asleep in their accustomed comers, with their 
chairs tilted back against the wall; awaking, however, once or twice 
in a forenoon, to bore one another with the several thousandth 
repetition of old sea-stories, and mouldy jokes, that had grown to 
be pass-words and countersigns among them. 

The discovery was soon made, I imagine, that the new Surveyor 
•had no great harm in him. So, with lightsome hearts, and the happy 
consciousness of being usefully employed,—in their own behalf, at 
least, if not for our beloved country,—these good old gentlemen 
went through the various formalities of office. Sagaciously, under 
their spectacles, did they peep into the holds of vessels! Mighty was 
their fuss about little matters, and marvellous, sometimes, the 
obtuseness that allowed greater ones to slip between their fingersi 
Whenever such a mischance occurred,—^when a wagon-load of 
valuable merchandise had been smuggled ashore, at noonday, per¬ 
haps, and directly beneath their unsuspicious noses,—^nothing could 
exceed the vigilance and alacrity with which they proceeded to lock, 
and double-lock, and secure with tape and sealing-wax, all the 
avenues of the delinquent vessel. Instead of a reprimand for their 
previous negligence, the case seemed rather to require an eulogium 
on their praiseworthy caution, after the mischief had happen^; a 
grateful recognition of the promptitude of their zeal, the moment 
that there was no longer any remedy! 

Unless people are more than commonly disagreeable, it is my 
foolish habit to contract a kindness for them. The better part of my 
companion's character, if it have a better part, is that which usually 
comes uppermost in my regard, and forms the type whereby I recog¬ 
nize the man. As most of these old Custom-House officers had good 
traits, and as my position in reference to them, being paternal and 
protective, was favorable to the growth of friendly sentiments, 1 
soon grew to like them all. It was pleasant, in the summer fore¬ 
noons,—^when the fervent heat, that almost liquefied the rest of the 
human family, merely communicated a genial warmth to their half- 
torpid systems,—it was pleasant to hear them chatting in the back 
enl^, a row of them all tipped against the wall, as usual; while the 
frozen witticisms of past generations were thawed out, and came 
bubbling with laughter from their lips. Externally, the jollity of 
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aged men has much in common with the mirth of children; the 
intellect, any more than a deep sense of humor, has little to do with 
the matter; it is, with both, a gleam that plays upon the surface, and 
imparts a sunny and cheery aspect alike to the green branch, and 
gray, mouldering trunk. In one case, however, it is real sunshine; in 
the other, it more resembles the phosphorescent glow of decaying 
wood. 

It would be sad injustice, the reader must understand, to rep¬ 
resent all my excellent old friends as in their dotage. In the first 
place, my coadjutors were not invariably old; there were men among 
them in their strength and prime, of marked ability and energy, and 
altogether superior to the sluggish and dependent mode of life on 
which their evil stars had cast them. Then, moreover, the white 
locks of age were sometimes found to be the thatch of an intellec¬ 
tual tenement in good repair. But, as respects the majority of my 
corps of veterans, there will be no wrong done, if I characterize 
them generally as a set of wearisome old souls, who had gathered 
nothing worth preservation from their varied experience of life. 
They seemed to have flung away all the golden grain of practical 
wisdom, which they had enjoyed so many opportunities of har¬ 
vesting, and most carefully to have stored their memories with 
the husks. They spoke with far more interest and unction of their 
morning’s breakfast, or yesterday’s, to-day’s, or to-morrow’s dinner, 
than of the shipwreck of forty or fifty years ago, and all the world’s 
wonders which they had witnessed with their youthful eyes. 

The father of the Custom-House—the patriarch, not only of this 
little squad of officials, but, 1 am bold to say, of the respectable body 
of tide-waiters all over the United States—^was a certain permanent 
Inspector. He might truly be termed a legitimate son of the revenue 
system, dyed in the wool, or rather, born in the purple; since his 
sire, a Revolutionary colonel, and formerly collector of the port, 
had created an office for him, and appointed him to fill it, at a 
period of the early ages which few living men can now remember. 
This Inspector, when I first knew him, was a man of fourscore 
years, or thereabouts, and certainly one of the most wonderful 
specimens of winter-green that you would be likely to discover in a 
lifetime’s search. With his florid cheek, his compact figure, smartly 
arrayed in a bright-buttoned blue coat, his brisk and vigorous 
step, and his hale and hearty aspect, altogether, he seemed—^not 
young, indeed—but a kind of new contrivance of Mother Nature 
in the shape of man, whom age and infirmity had no business to 
touch. His voice and laugh, which perpetually reechoed through the 
Custom-House, had nothing of the tremulous quaver and cackle 
of an old man’s utterance; they came strutting out of his lungs, like 
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the crow of a cock, or the blast of a clarion. Lookine at him merely 
as an animal,—^and there was very little else to look at,—he was a 
most satisfactory object, from the thorough healthfulness and whole* 
someness of his system, and his capacity, at that extreme age, to 
enjoy all, or nearly all, the delights which he had ever aimed at, 
or conceived of. Ilie careless security of his life in the Custom- 
House, on a regular income, and with but slight and infrequent ap* 
prehensions of removal, had no doubt contributed to make time 
pass lightly over him. The original and more potent causes, how¬ 
ever, lay in the rare perfection of his animal nature, the moderate 
proportion of intellect, and the very trifling admixture of moral 
and spiritual ingredients; these latter qualities, indeed, being in 
barely enough measure to keep the old gentleman from walking on 
all-fours. He possessed no power of thought, no depth of feeling, no 
* troublesome sensibilities; nothing, in short, but a few common-place 
instincts, which, aided by the cheerful temper that grew inevitably 
out of his physical well-being, did duty very respectably, and to 
general acceptance, in lieu of a heart. He had been the husband of 
three wives, all long since dead; the father of twenty children, most 
of whom, at every age of childhood or maturity, had likewise re¬ 
turned to dust. Here, one would suppose, might have been sorrow 
enough to imbue the sunniest disposition, through and through, 
with a sable tinge. Not so with our old Inspectorl One brief sigh 
su£Eced to carry off the entire burden of these dismal reminiscences. 
The next moment, he was as ready for sport as any unbreeched in¬ 
fant; far readier than the Collector’s junior clerk, who, at nineteen 
years, was much the elder and graver man of the two. 

I used to watch and study this patriarchal personage with, I 
think, livelier curiosity than any other form of humanity there pre¬ 
sented to my notice. He was, in truth, a rare phenomenon; so per¬ 
fect in one point of view; so shallow, so delusive, so impalpable, 
such an absolute nonentity, in every other. My conclusion was that 
he had no soul, no heart, no mind; nothing, as 1 have already said, 
but instincts; and yet, withal, so cunningly had the few materials of 
his character been put together, that there was no painful per¬ 
ception of deficiency, but, on my part, an entire contentment with 
what I found in him. It might difficult—and it was so—to con¬ 
ceive how he should exist hereafter, so earthly and sensuous did 
he seem; but surely his existence here, admitting that it was to 
terminate with his last breath, had been not unkindly given; with 
no higher moral responsibilities than the beasts of the ^Id, but with 
a larger scope of enjoyment than theirs, and with all their blessed 
immunity from the dreariness and duskiness of age. 

One point, in which he had vastly the advantage over his four- 
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footed biethren, was his ability to recollect the good dinners which 
it had made no small portion ^ the happiness his life to eat. His 
goucmandism was a highly agreeable trait; and to hear him talk of 
Toast-meat was as appetizing as a pickle or an oyster. As he possessed 
no higher attribute, and neither sacrificed nor vitiated any spiritual 
endowment by devoting all his energies and ingenuities to subserve 
tiie delight and profit of his maw, it always pleased and satisfied * 
me to hear him expatiate on fish, poultry, and butcher's meat, and 
the most eligible methods of preparing them for the table. His 
reminiscences Of good cheer, however ancient the date of the actual 
banquet, seemed to bring the savor of pig or turkey under one's very 
nostrils. There were flavors on his palate, that had lingered there not 
less than sixty or seventy years, and were still apparently as fresh 
as that of the mutton-chop which he had just devour^ for his 
breakfast. 1 have heard him smack his lips over diimers, every guest *- 
at which, except himself, had long been food for worms. It was 
marvellous to observe how the ghosts of bygone meals were con¬ 
tinually rising up before him; not in anger or retribution, but as if 
grateful for his former appreciation, and seeking to reduplicate an 
endless series of enjoyment, at once shadowy and sensual. A tender¬ 
loin of beef, a hind-quarter of veal, a spare-rib of pork, a particular 
diicken, or a remarlmbly praiseworthy turkey, which had perhaps 
adorned his board in Hie days of the elder Adams,* would be re¬ 
membered; while all the subsequent experience of our race, and 
all the events that brightened or darkened his individual career, 
had gone over him with as little permanent effect as the passing 
breeze. The chief tragic event of the old man's life, so fv as I 
could judge, was his mishap with a certain goose, which lived and 
died some twenty or forty years ago; a goose of most promising 
figure, but which, at table, proved so inveterately tough that the 
carving-knife would make no impression on its carcass; and it 
could only be divided vdth an axe and handsaw. 

But it is time to quit this sketch; on which, howevor, 1 should 
be glad to dwell at considerably more length, because, of all men 
whom 1 have ever known, this individual was fittest to be a Custom- 
House officer. Most persons, owing to causes which I may not have 
space to hint at, su£^ moral detriment from this peculiar mode of 
life. The old Inspector was incapable of it, and, were he to continue 
in office to the end of time, would be just as good as he was then, 
and sit down to dinner with just as good an appetite. 

There is one likeness, without which my gallery of Custom-House 
portraits would be strangely incomplete; but which my compara¬ 
tively few opportunities for observation enable me to sketdi only 

9. Jofaa Aidams (173S-1826), Kcond fatlier of the lixth president, hence 
proident of the United States, was "the elder Adams.** 
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in the merest outline. It is that of the Collector, our gallant old 
General,' who, after his brilliant military service, subsequently to 
which he had ruled over a wild Western tenitory, had come hither, 
twenty years before to spend the decline of his varied and honorable 
life. The brave soldier had already numbered, nearly or quite, his 
threescore years and ten, and was pursuing the remainder of his 
earthly march, burdened with infirmities which even the martial 
music of his own spirit-stirring recollections could do little towards 
lightening. The step was palsied now, that had been foremost in 
the charge. It was only with the assistance of a servant, and by 
leaning his hand heavily on the iron balustrade, that he could slowly 
and painfully ascend the Custom-House steps, and, with a toilsome 
progress across the floor, attain his customary chair beside the fire¬ 
place. There he used to sit, gazing with a somewhat dim serenity ot 
iispect at the figures that came and went; amid the mstle of papers, 
the administering of oaths, the discussion of business, and the 
casual talk of the office; all which sounds and circumstances seemed 
but indistinctly to impress bis senses, and hardly to make their way 
into his inner sphere of contemplation. His countenance, in this re¬ 
pose, was mild and kindly. If his notice was sought, an expression of 
courtesy and interest gleamed out upon his features; proving diat 
there was light within him, and that it was only the outward me¬ 
dium of the intellectual lamp that obstructed the rays in their 
passage. The closer you penetrated to the substance of his mind, 
the sounder it appeared. When no longer called upon to speak, or 
listen, either of which operations cost him an evident effort, his face 
would briefly subside into its former not uncheerful quietude. It 
was not painful to behold this look; for, though dim, it had not the 
imbedlity of decaying age. The framework of his nature, originally 
strong and massive, was not yet crumbled into ruin. 

To observe and define his character, however, under such dis¬ 
advantages, was as difficult a task as to trace out and build up anew, 
in imagination, an old fortress, like Ticonderoga, horn a view of its 
gray and broken ruins.* Here and there, perchance, the walls may 
remain almost complete; but elsewhere may be only a shapeless 
mound, cumbrous with its very strength, and overgrown, through 
long years of peace and neglect, with grass and alien weeds. 

Nevertheless, looking at the old warrior with affection,—for, 
slight as was the communication between us, my feeling towards 
him, like that of all bipeds and quadrupeds who knew him, might 
not improperly be termed so,—I could discern the main points of 
his portrait. It was marked with the noble and heroic qualities which 

I. General Miller. had already been depicted in Haw- 

S. This fortress, captured from the thome’S “Old Ticondmga, A Pktaic 
British (May 10, 1775) by irretulars of the Past." 

■Mlar Edkaa AUca and Benedict Arnold, 
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showed it to be not by a mere accident, but of good right, that he 
had won a distinguished name. His spirit could never, I conceive, 
have been characterized by an uneasy activity; it must, at any period 
of his life, have required an impulse to set him in motion; but, 
once stined up, with obstacles to overcome, and an adequate object 
to be attained it was not in the man to give out or fail. The heat 
that had formerly pervaded his nature, and which was not yet* 
extinct; was never of the kind that flashes and flickers in a blaze, but, 
rather, a deep, red glow, as of iron in a furnace. Weight, solidity, 
firmness; this was the expression of his repose, even in such decay 
as had crept untimely over him, at the period of which I speak. But 
I could imagine, even then, tliat, under some excitement which 
should go deeply into his consciousness,—^roused by a trumpet-peal, 
loud enough to awaken all of his energies that were not dead, but 
only slumbering,—^he was yet capable of flinging off his infirmities> 
like a sick man’s gown, dropping the staff of age to seize a batUe- 
sword, and starting up once more a warrior. And, in so intense a 
moment, his demeanour would have still been calm. Such an ex¬ 
hibition, however, was but to be pictured in fancy; not to be an¬ 
ticipated, nor desired. What I saw in him—as evidently as the in¬ 
destructible ramparts of Old Ticonderoga, already cited as the most 
appropriate simile—^were the features of stubborn and ponderous 
endurance, whidi might well have amounted to obstinacy in his 
earlier days; of int^ty, that, like most of his other endowments, 
lay ih a somewhat heavy mass, and was just as unmalleable and 
unmanageable as a ton of iron ore; and of benevolence, which, 
fiercely as he led the bayonets on at Chippewa or Fort Erie,* I take 
to be of quite as genuine a stamp as what actuates any or all the 
polemical philanthropists of the age. He had slain men with his 
own hand, for aught I know;—certainly, they had fallen, like blades 
of grass at the sweep of the scythe, before the charge to which his 
spirit imparted its triumphant energy;—^but, be that as it might, 
there was never in his heart so much cruelty as would have brushed 
the down off a butterfly’s wing. I have not known the man, to whose 
innate kindliness I would more confidently make an appeal. 

Many characterisrics—and those, too, which contribute not the 
least forcibly to impart resemblance in a sketch—^must have van¬ 
ished, or b^ obsrared, before 1 met the General. All merely 
graceful attributes are usually the most evanescent; nor does Nature 
adorn the human ruin with blossoms of new beauty, that have their 
roots and proper nutriment only in the chinks and crevices of 
decay, as she sows wall-flowers over the ruined fortress of Ticon¬ 
deroga. Still, even in respect of grace and beauty, there were points 

3. Battles on the Niagara front Uttt tarned the Ude in the summer of 1S14 
(during the War of 1812). 
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tvdl wortli noting. A tay of humor* now and tbea, would make its 
way through the veil of dim obstruction, and glimmer pleasantly 
upon our faces. A trait of native elegance; seldom seen in the 
masculine character after childhood or early youth, was shown in 
the General's fondness for the sight and fragrance of flowers. An 
old soldier might be supposed to prize only the bloody laurd on 
his brow; but here was one, who seemed to have a young ^I's 
appreciation of the floral tri^. 

There, beside the fireplace, the brave old General used to sit; 
while the Surveyor—^though seldom, when it could be avoided, 
taking upon himself the difficult task of engaging him in con¬ 
versation—^was fond of standing at a distance, and watching his 
quiet and almost slumberous countenance. He seemed away from 
us, although we saw him hut a few yards off; remote, though we 
'passed close beside his chair; unattainable, though we might have 
stretched forth our hands and touched his own. It might be, that 
he lived a more real life within his thoughts, than amid the un¬ 
appropriate environment of the Collector’s office. The evolutions 
the parade; the tumult of the battle; the flourish of old, heroic 
music, heard thirty years before;—such scenes and sounds, perhaps, 
were all alive before his intellectual sense. Meanwhile, Ae mer¬ 
chants and shipmasters, the spruce clerks, and uncouth sailors, 
entered and departed; the bustle of this commercial and Custom- 
House life kept up its little murmur round about him; and neither 
with the men nor their affairs did the General appear to sustain the 
most distant relation. He was as much out of place as an old sword 
—now rusty, but which had flashed once in the battle’s front, and 
showed still a bright gleam along its blade—^would have been, 
among the inkstands, paper-folders, and mahogany rulers, on the 
Deputy Collector’s desk. 

lliere was one thing that much aided me in renewing and re¬ 
creating the stalwart soldier of the Niagara frontier,—the man (ff 
true and simple energy. It was the recollection of those memorable 
words of his,—“I’ll try, Sirl’’^—spoken on the very verge of a 
desperate and heroic enterprise, and breathing the soul and spirit of 
New England hardihood, comprehending all perils, and encounter¬ 
ing all. If, in our country, valor were rewarded by heraldic honor, 
this phrase—^which it seems so easy to speak, but which only he; 
with such a task of danger and glory before him, has ever spoken— 
would be the best and fittest of all mottoes for Uie General’s shield 
of arms. 

It contributes greatly towards a man’s moral and intellectud 
health, to be brought into habits of companionship with indi- 

4. Traditioa bolda tbat Gcnml Miller, take a Britiak battery at Lnadjr't lam, 
wbco commanded by General Scott to nf^ied in tbcee woida. 
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viduals unlilce himself^ who care littie for his piusuits, and whose 
sidiere and abilities he must go out of himself to appreciate. The 
accidents of my life have often afforded me this ^vantage, but 
never with more fulness and variety than during my continuance in 
office. There was one man, especially, the obsec^tion of whose 
diaiacter geve me a new idea of talent. His gifts were emphatically 
those of a man of business; prompt, acute; clear-minded; with an 
eye that saw through all perplexities, and a faculty of arrangement 
t^t made them vanish, as by the waving of an endianter's wand. 
Bred up from boyhood in the Custom-House, it was his proper fidd 
of activity; and the many intricacies of business, so harassing to the 
interloper, presented themselves before him with the r^larity of a 
perfectly comprehended system. In my contemplation, he stc^ as 
the ideal of his dass. He was, indeed, die Custom-House in himself 
or, at aU events, the main-spring that kept its variously revolving 
wheels in motion; for, in an institution like this, where its officers 
are appointed to subserve their own profit and convenience, and 
sddom with a leading reference to their fitness for the duty to be 
performed, they must perforce seek dsewhere the dexterity which 
is not in them. Thus, by an inevitable necessity, as a magnet 
attracts steel-filings, so did our man of business draw to himself the 
difficulties which everybody met with. With an easy condescension, 
and kind forbearance towards our stupidity,—^which, to his order 
of mind, must have seemed little short of crime,—^would he forth- 
widi, by the merest touch of his finger, make the incomprehensible 
as dear as daylight. The merchants valued him not less than we; 
his esoteric friends. His int^ty was perfect; it was a law of nature 
with him, rather than a choice or a principle; nor can it be otherwise 
than the main condition of an intellect so remarkably clear and 
accurate as his, to be honest and tegular in the administration of 
affairs. A stain on his conscience, as to any thing that came within 
the range of his vocation, would trouble such a man very much 
m die same way, though to a fax greater d^pree, than an error in 
the balance of an account, or an ink-blot on the foir page of a book 
of record. Her^ in a word,—and it is a rate instance in my lif^— 
had met with a person thoroughly adapted to the situation which 
he held. 

Such were some of the people with whom I now found myself 
ooimected. I took it in good part at the hands of Providence, that 
1 was thrown into a position so litde akin to my past habits; and 
set myself seriously to gather from it whatever profit was to be had. 
After my fellowship of toil and impracticable schemes, with the 
dreamy brethren of Brook Farm;* afto living for three years within 

S. TW ceopentive amriM community dcntniista in 1841. Bawtlmnw lotaod, 
■our Boston, foundid by traasooa- but vidMlim*, sonmwtnt pooicr, nlMr 
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the subtile influence of an intellect lil» Emeison's; after diose wild, 
free days, on the Assabefh, indulging fentastic speculations beside 
our fire of fallen boughs, with Ellery Channing;* after talking with 
Thoreau about pine-trees and Indian relics, in his hermitage at 
Walden; after growing fastidious by sympathy with die classic ie> 
finement of HillardV culture; after becoming imbued with poetic 
sentiment at Longfellow’s hearth-stone;—^it was time, at length, 
that I should exercise other faculties of my nature and nourish 
myself with food for which I had hitherto had little appetite. Even 
the old Inspector was desirable, as a change of diet, to a man who 
had known Alcott.^ I looked upon it as an evidence, in $ome meas¬ 
ure, of a system naturally well balanced, and lacking no essential 
part of a thorough organization, that, with such associates to remem¬ 
ber, I could mingle at once with men of altogether different qual- 
*ities, and never murmur at the change. 

Literature, its exertions and objects, were now of little moment 
in my regard. I cared not, at this period, for books; they were apart 
from me. Nature,—except it were human nature,—the nature that 
is developed in earth and sky, was, in one sense, hidden from me; 
and all the imaginative delight, wherewith it had been spiritualized, 
passed away out of my mind. A gift, a faculty, if it had not departed, 
was suspended and inanimate within me. There would have been 
something sad, unutterably dreary, in all this, had I not been con¬ 
scious that it lay at my own option to recall whatever was valuable 
in the past. It might be true, indeed, that this was a life which 
could not, with impunity, be lived too long; else, it mi^t make me 
permanently other than I had been, without transforming me into 
any shape which it would be worth my while to take. But I never 
considered it as other than a transitory life. There was always a 
prophetic instinct, a low whisper in my ear, that, within no long 
period, and whenever a new change of custom should be essential 
to my good, a change would come. 

Meanwhile, there 1 was, a Surveyor of the Revenue, and, so far 
as I have been able to understand, as good a Surveyor as need be. 
A man of thought, fancy, and sensibility, (had he ten times the 
Surveyor’s proportion of those qualities,) may, at any time, be a 
man of affairs, if he will only choose to give himself the trouble. 
My fellow-officers, and the merchants and sea-captains with whom 
my official duties brought me into any manner of connectkm, 

seven nonths. The experience is re- 7. Georn Stillman Hillard (1808-79), 
fleeted in his novel. The Blitkedale Boston lawyer and philanthropist, prom- 
Rommic 0 (1852). inent in literary circlet; he served 

6. Tile Assabeth joins the Concord Hawthorne «s friend and practical ad- 
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at Emerson’s home in Concord, Haw- 8. Bronaon Alcott (1799-1888) waa 
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viewed me in no other lights and probahty knew me in no other 
character. None of them, I presume, had ever read a page of my 
inditing or would have cared a fig the more for me, if they had 
read them all; nor would it have mended the matter, in the least, 
had those same unprofitable pages been written with<a pen like that 
of Bums or of Chaucer, each of whom was a Custom-House officer 
in his day,* as well as I. It is a good lesson—though it may often 
be a hard one —for a man who has dreamed of literary fame, and 
of making for himself a rank among the world’s dignitaries by such 
means, to step aside out of the narrow circle in which his claims 
are recognized, and to find how utterly devoid of significance, be¬ 
yond that circle, is all that he achieves, and all he aims at. I know 
not that 1 especially needed the lesson, either in the way of warning 
or rebuke; but, at any rate, I learned it thoroughly; nor, it gives 
me pleasure to refled:, did the tmth, as it came home to my 
perception, ever cost me a pang, or require to be thrown off in a 
sig^. In the way of literary talk, it is tme, the Naval Officer—an 
excellent fellow, who came into office with me, and went out only 
a little later—^would often engage me in a discussion about one or 
the other of his favorite topics, Napoleon or Shakespeare. The Col¬ 
lector’s junior clerk, too ,—a young gentleman who, it was whis¬ 
pered, occasionally covered a sheet of Uncle Sam’s letter-paper 
with what, (at the distance of a few yards,) looked very much like 
poetry,—used now and then to speak to me of books, as matters 
with which I might possibly be conversant. ’This was my all of 
lettered intercourse; and it was quite sufficient for my necessities. 

No longer seeking nor caring that my name should be blazoned 
abroad on title-pages, I smiled to think that it had now another 
kind of vogue. The Custom-House marker imprinted it; with a 
stencil and black paint, on pepper-bags, and baskets of anatto,^ and 
cigar-boxes, and tales of all kinds of dutiable merchandise, in testi¬ 
mony that these commodities had paid the impost, and gone regu¬ 
larly through the office. Borne on such queer vehicle of fame, a 
knowledge of my existence, so far as a name conveys it, was carried 
where it had never been before, and, I hope, will never go again. 

But the past was not dead. Once in a great while, the thoughts, 
that had seemed so vital and so active, yet had been put to 
rest so quietly, revived again. One of the most remarkable occasions, 
when the habit of bygone days awoke in me, was that which brings 
it within the law of literary propriety to offer the public the sketch 
which I am now vrriting. 

In the second story of the Custom-House, there is a large room, 

9. Chaucer aerved aa Controller of 1. Uaually "aonatto,** a red dyeatitff 
Castona in London from 1374 to 138&: derived from the pitt^ of a trop ic a l 
Robert Bums waa District Collector of fruit. 

Eadae Taiea from 1789 to 1791. 
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in whidi the twick'work and naked rafters have never been covered 
with paneling and plaster. The edifice—originally projected on a 
scale adapted to the old commercial enterprise of the port, and with 
an idea of subsequent prosperity destinM never to be realized— 
contains far more space than its occupants know what to do with. 
This airy hall, therefore, over the Collector’s apartments, remains 
unfinished to this day, and, in spite of the aged cobwebs that 
festoon its dusky beams, appears still to await the labor of the 
carpenter and mason. At one end of the room, in a recess, were a 
number of barrels, piled one upon another, containing bundles of 
official documents. Large quantities of similar rubbish lay lumbering 
the floor. It was sonowful to think how many days, and weeks, and 
months, and years of toil, had been wasted on these musty papers, 
which were now only an encumbrance on earth, and were hidden 
dway in this forgotten comer, never more to be glanced at by human 
eyes. But, then, what reams of other manuscripts—^filled, not with 
the dulness of official formalities, but with the thought of inventive 
brains and the rich effusion of deep hearts—^had gone equally to 
oblivion; and that, moreover, without serving a purpose in their day, 
as these heaped up papers had, and—saddest of all—^without pur* 
chasing for their writers the comfortable livelihood which the derks 
of the Custom-House had gained by these worthless scratchings of 
the pen! Yet not altogether worthless, perhaps, as materials of local 
history. Here, no doubt, statistics of the former commerM of Salem 
might be discovered, and memorials of her princely merchants,— 
old King Derby,—old Billy Gray,—old Simon Forrester,—and 
many another magnate in his day;^ whose powdered head, however, 
was scarcely in the tomb, before his mountain-pile of wealth b^n 
to dwindle. The founders of the greater part of the families which 
now compose the aristocracy of Salem might here be traced, froqi 
the petty and obscure beginnings of their traffic, at periods generally 
much piosterior to the Revolution, upward to what their children 
look upon as long-established rank. 

Prior to the Revolution, there is a dearth of records; the earlier 
documents and archives of the Custom-House having, probably, 
been carried off to Halifax, when all the King’s officials accompanied 
the British army in its flight from Boston.* It has often been a 
matter of regret with me; for, going back, perhaps, to the days of 
the Protectorate,^ those papers must have contained many refer* 

2. wnUsm Gray (1750-182$), a closed the port and oocvplcd Boaton at 
wealthy shipowner, in late life became the beginning of the Revolatioii. Wash- 
lieutenant governor of Massachusetts, ington besie^ Boston in March, 1776, 
Captain Simon Forrester (1776-1851), and Howe evacnated his British troops 
whra Hawthorne wrote these words, by ship to Halifas, Nova Scotia, 
was thought to be the wealthiest citiaen 4. That phase of the Enidish levdntfon 
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enoes to forgotten or remembered men, and to antique customs, 
which would have affected me with the same pleasure as when I 
used to pick up Indian arrow-heads in the field near the Old Manse. 

But, one idle and rainy day, it was my fortune to make a dis¬ 
covery of some little interest. Poking and burrowing into the 
heap^-up rubbish in the comer; unfolding one and another docu¬ 
ment, and reading the names of vessels that had long ago foundered 
at sea or rotted at the wharves, and those of merchants, never heard 
of now on 'Change,” nor very readily decipherable on their mossy 
tombstones; glancing at such matters with the saddened, weary, 
half-reluctant interest which we bestow on the corpse of dead activ¬ 
ity,—and exerting my fancy, sluggish with little use, to raise up 
from these dry bones an image of the old town's brighter aspect, 
when India was a new region, and only Salem knew the way 
thither,—^1 chanced to lay my hand on a small package, carefully 
done up in a piece of ancient yellow parchment. This envelope 
had the air of an official record of some period long past, when 
clerks engrossed their stiff and formal chirography on more sub¬ 
stantial materials than at present. There was something about it 
that quickened an instinctive curiosity, and made me undo the 
faded red tape, that tied up the package, with the sense that a 
treasure would here be brought to light. Unbending the rigid folds 
of the parchment cover, I found it to be a commission, under the 
hand and seal of Governor Shirley,” in favor of one Jonathan Pue, 
as Surveyor of his Majesty's Customs for the port of Salem, in the 
Province of Massachusetts Bay. I remembered to have read (prob¬ 
ably in Felt's Annals)^ a notice of the decease of Mr. Surveyor Pue, 
about fourscore years ago; and likewise, in a newspaper of recent 
times, an account of the digging up of his remains in the little grave¬ 
yard of St. Peter's Church, during the renewal of that edifice. Noth¬ 
ing, if 1 rightly call to mind, was left of my respected predecessor, 
save an imperfect skeleton, and some fragments of apparel, and a 
wig of majestic frizzle; which, unlike the head that it once adorned, 
was in very satisfactory preservation. But, on examining the papers 
which the parchment commission served to envelop, 1 found more 
traces of Mr. Pue's mental part, and the internal operations of his 
head, than the frizzled wig had contained of the venerable skull 
itself. 

S. The “Merduuit's Enhanfe,'* Boston, hmm/, Salem. 1827). Such utiquarian 
e. William Shirley, Engllsh-bom law- records and local archives fasdnated 
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They were documents, in short, not official, but of a private 
nature, or, at least, written in his private capacity, and apparently 
with his own hand. I could account for their being included in the 
heap of Custom-House lumber only by the fact, that Mr. Pue’s 
death had happened suddenly; and that these papers, which he 
probably kept in his official desk, had never come to the knowledge 
of his heirs, or were supposed to relate to the business of the reve¬ 
nue. On the transfer of the archives to Halifax, this padcage, proving 
to be of no public concern, was left behind, and had remained ever 
since unopened. 

The ancient Surveyor—^being little molested, I suppose, at that 
early day, with business pertaining to his office—seems to have de¬ 
void some of his many leisure hours to researches as a local anti¬ 
quarian, and other inquisitions of a similar nature. These supplied 
Material for petty activity to a mind that would otherwise have 
been eaten up with rust. A portion of his facts, by the by, did me 
good service in the preparation of the article entitle '*Main Street,'* 
included in the present volume.* The remainder may perhaps be 
applied to purposes equally valuable, hereafter; or not impossibly 
may be worked up), so far as they go, into a regular history of Salem, 
should my veneration for the natal soil ever impel me to so pious a 
task. Meanwhile, they shall be at the command of any gentleman, 
inclined, and competent, to take the unprofitable labor ofiE my hands. 
As a final disposition, I contemplate depositing them with the Essex 
Historical Society.* 

But the object that most drew my attention, in Idie mysterious 
package, was a certain affair of fine red cloth, much worn and faded. 
There were traces about it of gold embroidery, which, however, 
was greatly frayed and defaced; so that none, or very little, of the 
glitter was left. It had been wrought, as was easy to perceive, with 
wonderful skill of needlework; and the stitch (as I am assured by 
ladies conversant with such mysteries) gives evidence of a now 
forgotten art, not to be recovered even by the process of picking out 
the threads. This rag of scarlet cloth,—for time, and wear, and a 
sacrilegious moth, had reduced it to little other than a rag,—on 
careful examination, assumed the shape of a letter. It was the cap¬ 
ital letter A. By an accurate measurement, each limb proved to be 
precisely three inches and a quarter in length. It had b^ intended, 
there could be no doubt, as an ornamental article of dress; but how 
it was to be worn, or what rank, honor, and dignity, in by-past times, 

8. He later excluded this and several Twice-Told Tales (1852). 
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were signiSed it, was a riddle which (so evanescent are the fash¬ 
ions of the world in these particulars) 1 saw little hope of solving. 
And yet it strangely interested me. My eyes festen^ themselves 
upon the old scarlet letter, and would not be turned aside. Certainly, 
there was some deep meaning in it, most worthy of interpretation, 
and which, as it were, streamed forth from the mystic symlwl, subtly 
communicating itself to my sensibilities, but e^ing the analysis 
of my mind. 

W^ile thus perplexed,—and cogitating, among other hypotheses, 
whether the letter might not have been one of those decorations 
which the white men used to contrive; in order to take the eyes 
of Indians,—I happened to place it on my breast. It seemed to me, 
—the reader may smile, but must not doubt my word ,—H seemed 
to me, then, that 1 experienced a sensation not altogether physical 
yet almost so, as of burning heat; and as if the letter were not ol 
red cloth, but red-hot iron.^ 1 shuddered, and involuntarily let it 
foil upon the -floor. 

In the absorbing contemplation of the scarlet letter, I had hitherto 
neglected to examine a small roll of dingy paper, around which it 
had been twisted. This I now opened, and had die satisfaction to 
find, recorded by the old Surveyor’s pen, a remonably complete 
explanation of the whole affair. There were several foolscap sheets, 
containing many particulars respecting the life and conversation 
of one Hester Ptynne, who appeared to have been cither a note¬ 
worthy personage in the view of our ancestors. She had flourished 
during a period; between the cuiy days of Massachusetts and the 
close of the seventeenth century. Ag^ persons, alive in the time 
of Mr. Surveyor Pue, and from whose ot^ testimony he had made 
up his narrative, remembered her, in their youth, as a very old, but 
not decrepit woman, of a stately and solemn aspect It Imd been 
her habit, from an almost immemorial date, to go about the country 
as a kind of voluntary nurse, and doing whatever miscellaneous 
good she might; taking upon herself, likewise, to give advice in 
all matters, especially those of the heart; by which means, as a 
person of such propensities inevitably must, she gained from many 
people the reverence due to an ang^^ but, I should imagine, was 
looked upon by others as an intruder and a nuisance. Prying farther 
into the manuscript, 1 found the record of other doings and suffer¬ 
ings of this singular woman, for most of which the reader is referred 
to the story entitled The Scarlet Letter; and it should be borne 
carefully in mind, that the main facts of that story are authorized 

1. Antkipsting a mystciy onictolved branded oa Artbnt^s breast. 
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and authenticated by the document of Mr. Surveyor Pue. The 
original papers, together with the scarlet letter itself,—a most 
curious rdic,—are still in my possession, and shall be freely exhib¬ 
ited to whomsoever, induced by the great interest of the narrative, 
may desire a sight of them. I must not be understood as affirming, 
that, in the dressing up of the tale, and imagining the motives and 
modes of passion that influenced the characters who figure in it, I 
have invariably confined myself within the limits of the old Sur¬ 
veyor’s half a dozen sheets of foolscap. On the contrary; I.have 
allowed myself, as to such points, nearly or altogether as much 
license as if the facts had been entirely of my own invention. What 
I contend for is the authenticity of the outline. 

This incident recalled my mind, in some degree, to its old track. 
There seemed to be here the groundwork of a tale. It impressed me 
as if the ancient Surveyor, in his garb of a hundred years gone by, 
and wearing his immortal wig,—which was buried with him, but did 
not perish in the grave,-~had met me in the deserted chamber of 
the Custom-House. In his port was the dignity of one who had 
borne his Majesty’s commission, and who was therefore illuminated 
by a ray of the splendor that shone so dazzlingly about the throne. 
How unlike, alas! the hang-dog look of a republican official, who, 
as the servant of the people, feels himself less than the least, and 
below the lowest, of his masters. With his own ghostly hand, the 
obscurely seen, but majestic, figure had imparted to me the scarlet 
symbol, and the little roll of explanatory manuscript. With his own 
ghostly voice, he had exhorted me, on the sacred consideration of 
my filial duty and reverence towards him,—^who might reasonably 
regard himself as my official ancestor,—to bring his mouldy and 
moth-eaten lucubrations before the public. *’Do this,” said the 
ghost of Mr. Surveyor Pue, emphatically nodding the head that 
looked so imposing within its memorable wig, '‘do this, and the 
profit shall be all your own! You will shortly need it; for it is not 
in your days as' it was in mine, when a man’s office was a life- 
lease, and oftentimes an heirloom. But, I charge you, in this matter 
of old Mistress Prynne, give to your predecessor's memory the credit 
which will be rightfully its due!” And I said to the ghost of Mr. 
Surveyor Pue,—will!” 

On Hester Prynne’s story, therefore, I bestowed much thought. 
It was the subject of my meditations for many an hour, while pac¬ 
ing to and fro across my rooni, or traversing, with a hundredfold 
repetition, the long extent from the front-door of the Custom- 
House to the side-entrance, and back again. Great were the weariness 
and annoyance of the old Inspector and the Weighers and Gaugers, 
whose slumbers were disturbed by the unmercifully lengthened 
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tnmp o! my passing and returning footsteps. Remembering their 
own fonner habits, Siey used to say that the Surveyor was walking 
the quarter>deck. lliey probably fancied that my sole object—and, 
inde^, the sole object for which a sane man could ever put himself 
into voluntary motion—^was, to get an appetite for dinner. And to 
say the truth, an appetite, sharpened by the east-wind that generally 
blew along the passage, was the only valuable result of so much 
indefatigable exercise. So little adapted is the atmosphere of a 
Custom-House to the delicate harvest of fancy and sensibility, that, 
had I remained there through ten Presidencies yet to come, I doubt 
whether the tale of The Scarlet Letter would ever have been 
brought before the public eye. My imagination was a tarnished 
mirror. It would not reflect, or only with miserable dimness, the 
figures with which I did my best to people it. The characters of 
the narrative would not be warmed and rendered malleable, by any 
heat that I could kindle at my intellectual forge. They would take 
neither the glow of passion nor the tenderness of sentiment, but 
retained all the rigidity of dead corpses, and stared me in the face 
with a fixed and ghastly grin of contemptuous defiance. *'What 
have you to do with us?” that expression seemed to say. ”The little 
power you might once have possessed over the tribe of unrealities 
is gonel You have bartered it for a pittance of the public gold. Go, 
then, and earn your wagesl” In short, the almost torpid creatures 
of my own fancy twitted me with imbecility, and not without fair 
occasion. 

It was not merely during the three hours and a half which Uncle 
Sam claimed as his share of my daily life, that this v/retched numb¬ 
ness held possession of me. It went with me on my sea-shore walks 
and rambles into the country, whenever—^which was seldom and 
reluctantly—I bestirred myself to seek that invigorating charm of 
Nature, which used to give me such freshness and activity of 
thought, the moment that I stepped across the threshold of the 
Old Manse. The same torpor, as regarded fhe capacity for intel¬ 
lectual effort, accompanied me home, and weighed upon me in the 
chamber which I most absurdly termed my study. Nor did it quit 
me, when, late at night, I sat in the deserted parlour, lighted only 
by the glimmering coal-fire and the moon, striving to picture forth 
imaginary scenes, which, the next day, might flow out on the bright¬ 
ening page in many-hued description. 

If the imaginative faculty refused to act at such an hour, it might 
well be deemed a hopeless case. Moonlight, in a familiar room, 
falling so white upon the carpet, and showing all- its figures so dis¬ 
tinctly,—^making every object so minutely visible, yet so unlike a 
morning or noontide visibility,—^is a medium the most suitable 
for a romance-writer to get acquainted with his illusive guests. 
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There is the little domestic scenery of the well-known apartment; 
the chairs, with each its separate individuality; the oentre-table, 
sustaining a work-basket, a volume or two, and an extinguished 
lamp; the soh; the book-case; the picture on the wall;—all these 
details, so completely seen, are so spiritualized by the unusual light, 
that they seem to lose their actual substance, and become things of 
intellect. Nothing is too small or too trifling to undergo this change, 
and acquire dignity thereby. A child’s shoe; the doll, seated in her 
little wicker carriage; the hobby-horse;—^whatever, in a word, has 
been used or played with, during the day, is now invested with a 
quality of strangeness and remoteness, though still almost as vividly 
present as by daylight. Thus, therefore, the floor of our familiar 
room has become a neutral territory, somewhere between the teal 
world and hiiry-land, where the Actual and the Imaginary may meet, 
and each imbue itself with the nature of the other. Ghosts might 
enter here, without affrighting us. It would be too much in keeping 
with the scene to excite surprise, were we to look about us and dis¬ 
cover a form, beloved, but gone hence, now sitting quietl> in a 
streak of this magic moonshine, with an aspect that would make us 
doubt whether it had returned from afar, or had never once stirred 
from our fireside. 

The somewhat dim coal-fire has an essential influence in produc¬ 
ing the effect which I would describe. It throws its unobtrusive 
tinge throughout the room, with a faint ruddiness upon the walls 
and ceiling, and a reflected gleam from the polish of the furniture. 
This warmer light mingles itself with the cold spirituality of the 
moonbeams, and communicates, as it were, a heart and sensibilities 
of human tenderness to the forms which fancy summons up. It 
converts them from snow-images into men and women. Glancing 
at the looking-glass, we behold-—deep within its haunted verge— 
the smouldering glow of the half-extinguished anthracite, the white 
moonbeams on the floor, and a repetition of all the gleam and 
shadow of the picture, with one remove fiirther from the actual, 
and nearer to the imaginative. Then, at such an hour, and with this 
scene before him, if a man, sitting all alone, cannot dream Strang 
things, and make them look like truth, he need never try to write 
romances. 

But, for myself, during the whole of my Custom-House experi¬ 
ence, moonli^t and sunshine, and the glow of fire-light, were just 
alike in my regard; and neither of them was of one whit more avail 
than the twinkle of a tallow-candle. An entire class of susceptibil¬ 
ities, and a gift connected with them,—of no great richness or 
value, but the best I had,—was gone from me. 

It is my belief, however, that, had I attempted a different order 
of composition, my foculties would not have been found so point- 
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less and inefficadons. I might, for instance, have contented myself 
with writing out the narratives of a veteran shipmaster, one of the 
Inspectors, whom I should be most ungrateful not to mention; since 
scarcely a day passed that he did not stir me to laughter and admira> 
tion by his marvellous gifts as a story-teller. Could I have preserved 
the picturesque force of his style, and the humorous coloring which 
nature taught him how to throw over his descriptions, the result, I 
honestly believe, would have been something new in literature. 
Or I might readily have found a more serious task. It was a folly, 
with the materiality of this daily life pressing so intrusively upon 
me, to attempt to fling myself back into another age; or to insist 
on creating the semblance of a world out of airy matter, when, at 
every moment; the impalpable beauty of my soap-bubble was 
brol^ by the rude contact of some actual drcumstance. The wiser 
effort would have been, to diffuse thought and imagination through 
the opaque substance of to-day, and thus to make it a bright trans¬ 
parency; to spiritualize the burden that began to wdgh so heavily; 
to seek, resolutely, the true and indestructible value that lay hidden 
in the petty and wearisome incidents, and ordinary characters, with 
which I was now conversant. The fault was mine. The page of life 
that was spread out before me seemed dull and commonplace, only 
because I had not fathomed its deeper import. A better book than 
I shall ever write was there; leaf after leaf presenting itself to me, 
just as it was written out by the reality of the flitting hour, and 
vanishing as fast as written, only because my brain wanted the 
insight and my hand the cunning to transcribe it. At some future 
day, it may be, I shall remember a few scattered fragments and 
broken paragraphs, and write them down, and find the letters turn 
to gold upon the page. 

These perceptions have come too late. At the instant, I was 
only conscious that what would have been a pleasure once was now 
a hopeless toil. There was no occasion to make much moan about 
this state of affairs. 1 had ceased to be a writer of tolerably poor 
tales and essays, and had become a tolerably good Surveyor of the 
Customs. That was all. But, nevertheless, it is any thing but agree¬ 
able to be haunted by a suspicion that one's intellect is dwindling 
away; or exhaling, without your consciousness, like ether out of 
a phial; so that, at every glance, you find a smaller and less vrdatile 
residuum. Of the fact, there could be no doubt; and, examining 
myself and others, I was led to conclusions in reference to the 
effect of public office on the character, not very favorable to the 
mode of life in question. In some other form, perhaps, I may here¬ 
after develop these effects. Suffice it here to say, that a Custom- 
House officer, of long continuance, can hardly be a very praiseworthy 
or respectable personage, for many reasons; one of them, the tenure 
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by which he holds his situation, and another, the very nature of 
his business, which—though, I trust, an honest one—is of such a 
sort that he does not share in the united effort of mankind. 

An effect—^which I believe to be observable, more or less, in 
every individual who has occupied the position—^is, that, while he 
leans on the mighty arm of the Republic, his own proper strength 
departs from him. He loses, in an extent proportioned to the weak* 
ness or force of his original nature, the capability of self-support. 
If he possess an unusual share of native energy, or the enervating 
magic of place do not operate too long upon him, his forfeited 
powers may be redeemable. The ejected officer—fortunate in the 
unkindly shove that sends him forth betimes, to struggle amid a 
struggling world—may return to himself, and become all that he 
has ever been. But this seldom happens. He usually keeps his ground 
*just long enough for his own ruin, and is then thrust out, with 
sinews all unstrung, to totter along the difficult footpath of life as 
he best may. Conscious of his own infirmity,—that his tempered 
steel and elasticity are lost,—^he for ever afterwards looks wistfully 
about him in quest of support external to himself. His pervading 
and continual hope—a hallucination, which, in the face of all 
discouragement, and making light of impossibilities, haunts him 
while he lives, and, I fancy, like the convulsive throes of the cholera, 
torments him for a brief space after death—is, that, finally, and in 
no long time, by some happy coincidence of circumstances, he shall 
be restored to office. This faith, more than any thing else, steals the 
pith and availability out of whatever enterprise he may dream of 
undertaking. Why should he toil and moil, and be at so much trou¬ 
ble to pick himself up out of the mud, when, in a little while hence, 
the strong arm of his Uncle will raise and support him? Why should 
he work for his living here, or go to dig gold in California,* when 
he is so soon to be made happy, at monthly intervals, with a litde 
pile of glittering coin out of his Uncle’s pocket? It is sadly curious 
to observe how slight a taste of office suffices to infect a poor fellow 
with this singular disease. Uncle Sam’s gold—meaning no disre¬ 
spect to the worthy old gentleman—^has, in this respect, a quality 
erf enchantment like that of the Devil’s wages. Whoever touches it 
should look well to himself, or he may find the bargain to go hard 
against him, involving, if not his soul, yet many of its better attri¬ 
butes; its sturdy force, its courage and constancy, its truth, its self- 
reliance, and all that gives the emphasis to manly character. 

Here was a fine prospect in the distance! Not that the Surveyor 
brought the lesson home to himself, or admitted that he could be 
so utterly undone, either by continuance in office, or ejectment. 
Yet my reflections were not the most comfortable. 1to grow 

3. The Celifoniia gold nuh had begun the year before, In IS49. 
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melanchoty and restless; continually prying into my mind» to dis¬ 
cover which of its poor properties were gone, and what degree of 
detriment had already accrued to the remainder. 1 endeavoured to 
calculate how much longer I could stay in the Custom-House, and 
yet go forth a man. To confess the truth, it was my greatest appre¬ 
hension,—os it would never be a measure of policy to turn ofit so 
quiet an individual as myself, and it being hardly in the nature of 
a public o£Ecer to resign,—^it was my chief trouble therefore, that 
1 was likely to grow gray and decrepit in the Surve 3 rorship, and be¬ 
come much such another animal as the old Inspector. Might it not, 
in the tedious lapse of official life that lay before me, finally be with 
me as it was with this venerable friend,—to make the dinner-hour 
the nucleus of the day, and to spend the rest of it, as an old dog 
spends it, asleep in the sunshine or the shade? A dreary look-forward 
this, for a man who felt it to be the best definition of happiness to 
live throughout the whole range of his hiculties and sensibilitiesi 
But, all this while, I was giving myself very unnecessary alarm. 
Providence had meditated better things for me than I could possibly 
imagine for myself. 

A remarkable event of the third year of my Sutveyorship—to 
adopt the tone of *T.P.*’—^was the election of General Taylor to 
the Presidency.^ It is essential, in order to [form] a complete estimate 
of the advantoges of official life, to view the incumbent at the in¬ 
coming of a hostile administration. His position is then one of the 
most singularly irksome, and, in every contingency, disagreeable, 
that a virretched mortal can possibly occupy; with seldom an alterna¬ 
tive of good, on either hand, although what presents itself to him 
as the worst event may very probably be the best. But it is a strange 
experience, to a man of pride and sensibility, to know that his in¬ 
terests are within the control of individuals who neither love nor 
understand him, and by whom, since one or the other must needs 
happen, he would rather be injured than obliged. Strange, too, for 
one who has kept his calmness throughout the contest, to observe 
the bloodthirstiness that is developed in the hour of triumph, and 
to be conscious that he is himself among its objectsl There are few 
uglier traits of human nature than this tendency—^which I now 
witnessed in men no worse than their neighbours—to grow cruel, 
merely because they pr^sessed the power of inflicting harm. If the 
guillotine, as applied to office-holders, were a literal feet, instead 
of one of the most apt of metaphors, it is my sincere belief, that 
the active members of the victorious party were sufficiently excited 
to have chopped off all our heads, and have thanked Heaven for 
the opportunity! It appears to me—^who have been a calm and 
curious observer, as well in victory as defeat—that this fierce and 


4. Zachtiy Taylor, dectad on the Whig ticket ia 1S4S. 



The Custom-House • 35 

bitter spirit of malice and revenge has never distinguished the many 
triumphs of my own party as it now did that of the Whigs. The 
Democrats take the offices, as a general rule, because they need 
them, and because the practice of many years has made it the law 
ot political warfare, which, unless a different system be proclaimed, 
it were weakness and cowardice to murmur at. But the long habit 
of victory has made them generous. They know how to spate, when 
they see occasion; and when they strike, the axe may be sharp, in¬ 
deed but its edge is seldom poisoned with ill-will; nor is it their 
custom ignominiously to kidc the head which they have just 
struck off. 

In short, unpleasant as was my predicament, at best, I saw much 
reason to congratulate myself that I was on the losing sid^ rather 
than the triumphant one. If, heretofore, I had been none of the 
warmest of partisans, I began now, at this season of peril and ad¬ 
versity, to be pretty acutely sensible with which party my predilec¬ 
tions \ay\ nor was it without something like regret and shame, that, 
according to a reasonable calculation of chances, I saw my own 
prospect of retaining office to be better than those of my Demo¬ 
cratic brethren. But who can see an inch into futurity, beyond his 
nose? My own head was the first that fell! 

The moment when a man’s head drops off is seldom or never, 1 
am inclined to think, precisely the most agreeable of his life. Never¬ 
theless, like the greater part of our misfortunes, even so serious a 
contingency brings its remedy and consolation with it, if the suf¬ 
ferer will but make the best, rather than the worst, of the accident 
which has befallen him. In my particular case, the consolatory 
topics were close at hand, and, indeed, had suggested themselves 
to my meditations a considerable time before it was requisite to use 
them. In view of my previous weariness of office, and vague thoughts 
of resignation, my fortune somewhat resembled that of a person 
who should entertain an idea of committing suicide, and, alto¬ 
gether beyond his hopes, meet with the good hap to be murdered. 
In the Custom-House, as before in the Old Manse, I had spent 
three years; a term long enough to rest a weary brain; long enough 
to break off old intellectual habits, and make room for new ones; 
long enough, and too long, to have lived in an unnatural stat^ do¬ 
ing what was really of no advantage nor delight to any human 
being, and withholding myself from toil that would, at least, have 
stilled an unquiet impulse in me. Then, moreover, as regarded his 
unceremonious ejectment, the late Surveyor y/as not altogether Si- 
pleased to be recognized by the Whigs as an enemy; since his in¬ 
activity in political affairs,—his tendency to roam, at will, in that 
broad and quiet field where all mankind may meet, rather ffiaa 
oemfine himself to those narrow paths where brethren of the same 
household must divert from one another,—had sometimes made 
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it questionable with his brother Democrats whether he was a friend. 
Now, after he had won the crown of martyrdom, (though with 
no longer a head to wear it on,) the point might be look^ upon 
as settled. Finally, little heroic as he was, it seemed more decorous 
to be overthrown in the downfall of the party with which ha had 
been content to stand, than to remain a forlorn survivor, when so 
many worthier men were falling; and, at last, after subsisting for 
four years on the mercy of a hostile administration, to be com¬ 
pelled then to define his position anew, and claim the yet more 
humiliating mercy of a friendly one. 

Meanwhile, the press had taken up my affair, and kept me, for 
a week or two, careering through the public prints, in my decapi¬ 
tated state, like Irving's Headless Horseman;^ ghastly and grim, 
and longing to be buried, as a politically dead man ought. So much 
for my figurative self. The real human being, all this time, with 
his head safely on his shoulders, had brought himself to the com¬ 
fortable conclusion, that every thing was for the best; and, making 
an investment in ink, paper, and steel-pens, had opened his long- 
disused writing-desk, and was again a literary man. 

Now it was, that the lucubrations of my ancient predecessor, Mr. 
Surveyor Pue, came into play. Rusty through long idleness, some 
little space was requisite before my intellertual machinery could 
be brought to work upon the tale, with an effect in any degree 
satisfactory. Even yet, though my thoughts were ultimately much 
absorbed in the task, it wears, to my eye, a stem and sombre aspect; 
too much ungladdened by genial sunshine; too little relieved by the 
tender and familiar influences which soften almost every scene of 
nature and real life, and, undoubtedly, should soften every picture 
of them. This uncaptivating effect is perhaps due to the period of 
hardly accomplished revolution, and still seething turmoil, in 
which the story shaped itself. It is no indication, however, of a lack 
of cheerfulness in the writer’s mind; for he was happier, while stray¬ 
ing through the gloom of these sunless fantasies, than at any time 
since he had quitted the Old Manse. Some of the briefer articles, 
which contribute to make up the volume, have likewise been writ¬ 
ten since my involuntary withdrawal from the toils and honors of 
public life, and the remainder are gleaned from annuals and maga¬ 
zines, of such antique date that they have gone round the circle, 
and come-back to novelty again.* Keeping up the metaphor of the 
political guillotine, the whole may be considered as the ‘Tosthu- 
mous Papers of a Decapitated Surveyor”; and the sketch which I 

5. Cf. Irving*! story, "Tlie Legend of with Tke Scarlet Letter, severni shorter 

Sleqiy Hollow." tales and sketches. These it has been 

6. "At the tinw of writing this article, thought advisable to defer.’* [Baw- 
tbc author intended to publish, along tkeme’s note.} 
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am now bringing to a close, if too autobiographical for a modest 
person to publish in his lifetime, will readily excused in a gen* 
tleman who writes from beyond the grave. Peace be wiUr all the 
worldl My blessing on my friends! My forgiveness to roy enemies! 
For I am in the realm of quiet! 

The life of the Custom-House lies like a dream behind me. The 
old Inspector,—^who, by the by, I regret to say, was overthrown 
and killed by a horse, some time ago; else he would certainly have 
lived for ever,—^he, and all those other venerable personages who 
sat with him at the receipt of custom, are but shadows in my view; 
white-headed and wrinkled images, which my fancy used to sport 
with, and has now flung aside for ever. The merchants,—Pingree, 
Phillips, Shepard, Upton, Kimball, Bertram, Hunt,—these, and 
many other names, which had such a classic fomiliarity for my ear 
six months ago,—these men of trafEc, who seemed to occupy so 
important a position in the world,—^how little time has it required 
to disconnect me from them all, not merely in act, but recollection! 
It is with an eflfort that I recall the figures and appellations of these 
fow. Soon, likewise, my old native town will loom upon me through 
the haze of memory, a mist brooding over and around it; as if it 
were no portion of the real earth, but an overgrown village in cloud- 
land, with only imaginary inhabitants to people its wooden houses, 
and walk its homely lanes, and the unpicturesque prolixity of its 
main street. Henceforth, it ceases to be a reality of my life. I am a 
citizen of somewhere else. My good townspeople will not much re¬ 
gret me; for—^though it has been as dear an object as any, in my 
literary efforts, to be of some importance in their eyes, and to win 
myself a pleasant memory in this abode and burial-place of so many 
of my forefathers—^there has never been, for me, the genial at¬ 
mosphere which a literary man requires, in order to ripen the best 
harvest of his mind. I shall do better amongst other faces; and these 
familiar ones, it need hardly be said, will do just as well without me. 

It may b^ however,—O, transporting and triumphant thought! 
—that the great-grandchildren of the present race may sometimes 
think kindly of the scribbler of bygone days, when the antiquary of 
days to come, among the sites memorable in the town's history, shall 
point out the locality of T^e Town-Pump!^ 


7. "A Rill (rom the Town Pump,” in Salem doriog one day, as viewed ffom 
Hawthorne’s Twice-TtU Ttles (1837). a central vantafs 
Is a monolofue descrihing the life oi 
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L Th* Prison-Door 

A throng of bearded men, in sad-colored prments and gray, 
steeple-crowned hats, intermixed with women, some wearing hoods, 
and others bareheaded, was assembled in front of a wooden edifice, 
the door of which was heavily timbered with oak, and studded with 
iron spikes. 

The founders of a new colony, whatever Utopia^ of human vir¬ 
tue and happiness they might originally project have invariably 
recognized it among their earliest practical necessities to allot a 
portion of the virgin soil as a cemetery, and another portion as the 
• site of a prison. In accordance with this rule, it may safely be as¬ 
sumed that the forefathers of Boston had built die first prison- 
house, somewhere in the vicinity of Coro-hill, almost as seasonably 
as they marked out the first burial-ground, on Isaac Johnson’s lot,* 
and round about his grave, which subsequendy became the nucleus 
of all the congregated sepulchres in the old diurch-yard of King’s 
Chapel. Certain it is, tha^ some fifteen or twenty years after the 
settlement of the town, the wooden jail was already madced with 
weather-stains and other indications of age, which gave a yet darker 
aspect to its beede-browed and gloomy front. 'Ilie rust on the 
ponderous iron-work of its oaken door looked more antique than 
anything else in the new world. Like all that pertains to crime, it 
seemed never to have known a youthful era. Before this ugly edifice, 
and between it and the wheel-track of the street, was a grass-plot, 
much overgrown with burdock, pig-weed, apple-peni, and such un¬ 
sightly vegetation, which evidently found something congenial in 
the soil that had so early borne the black flower of civilized society, 
a prison. But, on one side of the portal, and rooted almost at the 
threshold, was a wild rose-bush, covered, in this month of Jun^ with 

1. Sir Tbomu More’s Utopia (trsns- March 26, 1649, Uie date of Gov- 

lated “nowhere’’), written in Latin in emor Winthrop’s death, in Chapter 
1515, was, in various translations, long XII, although Hawthorne changes it to 
familiar to the early settlers as a satiric “early Mny”; be further says that this 
contrast of England with an ideal so- Is “seven long years later” than the 
ciety. opening scene, which therefore must have 

2. Johnscn died in the year of his ar- occurred in the spring of 1642. Also 

rival with the first settlers of Boston Richard Bellingham addresses Hester on 
(1630): his land provided the site for the pillory in his capacity as governor, 
prison, graveyard, and church, epitomis- and his term ended in 1642. In Chap- 
ing the Puritan drama of sin. death, and ters VII and VIII Pearl’s age is three, 
salvation. hence the date is 1645. The final scene 

Although Hawthorne suggests that the of the novel, portrayed in Chapters XXI 
novel starts “some fifteen or twenty to XXIII, occurred on a single day still 
years” later than 1630, it actually be- “seven years” after the opening scene, 
gins in 1642 and ends in 1649, as es- or in 1649, and by internal evidence 
tablished by other internal evidence, in the late spring or early summer. 

The best-established historical date is 

39 
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its delicate gems, which might be imagined to offer their fragrance 
and fragile beauty to the prisoner as he went in, and to the oon^ 
demned criminal as he came forth to his doom, in token that the 
deep heart of Nature could pity and be kind to him. 

This rose-bush, by a strange chance, has been kept alive in his- 
toiy; but whether it had merely survived out of the stem old* 
wilderness, so long after the fall of the gigantic pines and oaks 
that originally overshadowed it,—or whether, as there is fair au¬ 
thority for believing, it had sprung up under the footsteps of the 
sainted Ann Hutchinson,^ as she entered the prison-door,—^we shall 
not take upon us to determine. Finding it so directly on the thresh¬ 
old of our narrative, which is now about to issue from that in¬ 
auspicious portal, we could hardly do otherwise than pluck one of 
its flowers and present it to the reader. It may serve, let us hop^ to 
symbolize some sweet moral blossom, that may be found along the 
track, or relieve the darkening close of a tale of human frailty and 
sorrow. 


77. The Market-Place 

The grass-plot before the jail, in Prison Lane, on a certain sum¬ 
mer morning, not less than two centuries ago, was occupied by a 
pretty large number of the inhabitants of Boston; all with their 
eyes intently fastened on the iron-clamped oaken door. Amongst 
any other population, or at a later period in the history of New 
England, the grim rigidity that petrified the bearded physiognomies 
of these good people would have augured some awful business in 
hand. It could have betokened nothing short of the anticipated 
execution of some noted culprit, on whom the sentence of a legal 
tribunal had but confirmed the verdict of public sentiment. But, in 
that early severity of the Puritan character, an inference of this kind 
could not so indubitably be drawn. It might be that a sluggish 
bond-servant, or an undutiful child, whom his parents had given 
over to the civil authority, was to be corrected at the whipping-post. 
It might be, that an Antinomian, a Quaker, or other heterodox 
religionist, was to be scourged out of the town, or an idle and 
vagrant Indian, whom the white man's fire-water had made riotous 
about the streets, was to be driven with stripes into the shadow of 
the forest. It might be, too, that a witch, like old Mistress Hibbins, 


1, Anne Hutchinson (1590-1643) 
preached Antinominianism. This, like 
the later transcendentalism, which in¬ 
fluenced Hawthorne, extoli^ salvation 
by faith, the intuitive revelation of 


God’s indwelling "grace," a concept 
resembling the transcendentalists’ “over- 
soul.’’ Mrs. Hutchinson was banished 
from Massachusetts in 1638 for her 
beliefs. 
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die bitter-tempered widow of the magistrate, was to die upon tibe 
gallows.^ In either case, there was very much the same solemnity 
of demeanour on the part of the spectators; as befitted a people 
amongst whom religion and law were almost identical, and in 
whose character both were so thoroughly interfused, that the mild¬ 
est and the severest acts of public discipline were alike made vener¬ 
able and awful. Meagre, indeed, and cold, was the sympathy that 
a transgressor might look for, from such bystanders at the scaffold. 
On the other hand, a penalty which, in our days, would infer a 
degree of mocking infamy and ridicule, might then be invested with 
almost as stem a dignity as the punishment of death itself. 

It was a circumstance to be noted, on the summer morning when 
our story begins its course, that the women, of whom there were 
several in the crowd, appeared to take a peculiar interest in what¬ 
ever penal infliction might be expected to ensue. The age had 
not so much refinement, that any sense of impropriety restrained 
the wearers of petticoat and farthingale from stepping f(»th into 
the public ways, and wedging their not unsubstantial persons, if 
occasion were, into the throng nearest to the scaffold at an execu¬ 
tion. Morally, as well as materially, there was a coarser fibre in those 
wives and maidens of old English birth and breeding, than in their 
fair descendants, separated from them by a series of six or seven gen¬ 
erations; for, throughout that chain of ancestry, every successive 
mother has transmitted to her child a Winter bloom, a more delicate 
and briefer beauty, and a slighter physical frame, if not a character 
of less force and solidity, than her own. The women, who were 
now standing about the prison-door, stood within less than half a 
century of the period when the man-like Elizabeth had been the 
not altogether unsuitable representative of the sex.^ They were her 
countrywomen; and the beef and ale of their native land, with a 
moral diet not a whit more refined, entered largely into their com¬ 
position. The bright morning sun, therefore, shone on broad 
shoulders and well-developed busts, and on round and mddy cheeks, 
that had ripened in the far-off island, and had hardly yet grown 
paler or thinner in the atmosphere of New England. There was, 
moreover, a boldness and rotundity of speech among these matrons, 
as most of them seemed to be, that would startle us at the present 
day, whether in respect to its purport or its volume of tone. 

*'Goodwives,'' said a hard-featured dame of fifty, ''I’ll tell ye a 
piece of my mind. It would be greatly for the public behoof, if we 
women, being of mature age and church-members in good repute, 
should have the handling of such malefactresses as this Hester 

2. Ann Hibbins, wbo appears periodic- 3. Queen ElizabeUi I of En^and, 1SS8- 
ally in the novel, was put to death as a 1603. 
witch in 1656. 
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Piynne. What think ye, gossips?^ If the hussy stood up for judg¬ 
ment before us fiv^ that are now here in a Imot t(^eUier, would 
she come off with such a sentence as the worshipful magistrates 
have awarded? Many, I trow not!" 

‘Tcoplc say,” said another, “that the Reverend Master Dim- 
mesdal^ her godly piastor, takes it very grievously to heart that sdbfa 
a scandal should have come upon his congregation.” 

‘The magistrates arc God-fearing gentlemen, but merdful over¬ 
much,—^that is a truth,” added a third autumnal matron. “At the 
veiy least, th^ should have put the brand of a hot iron on Hester 
Prone’s forehead. Madam Hester would have winced at that, I 
warrant me. But she,—the naughty baggage,—^little will she care 
what they put upon the bodice of her gowni Why, look you, she 
may cover it with a brooch, or such like heathenish adornment, and 
so walk the streets as brave as ever!” 

“Ah, but,” interposed, more softly, a young wife, holding a child 
by the hand, “let her cover the mark as she will, the pang of it will 
be always in her heart.” 

“What do we talk of marks and brands, whether on the bodice 
of her gown, or the flesh of her forehead?” cried another female, the 
ugliest as well as the most pitiless of these self-constituted judges. 
“Tliis woman has brought shame upon us all, and ought to die. 

Is there no law for it? Truly there is, both in the Scripture and the 
statute-book.'’ Then let the magistrates, who have made it of no 
effect, thank themselves if their own wives and daughters go astrayl” 
“Mercy on us, goodwife,” exclaimed a man in the crowd, “is 
there no virtue in woman, save what springs from a wholesome 
fear of the gallows? That is the hardest word yeti Hush, now, gos¬ 
sips; for the lock is turning in the prison-door, and here comes Mis¬ 
tress Prynne herself.” 

The door of the jail being flung open from within, there ap¬ 
peared, in the first place, like a black shadow emerging into the 


4. Friends, acquaintances (usually used 
of women). 

5. The acceptance of such cruel punish¬ 
ments as whipping, branding, and execu- 
Uoo was the Puritan response to "the 
Serfeture"; *‘Thou shall not commit 
adnlteiy” (Exodus 20: 14). The *‘oId 
colony” (Plymouth) law merely called 
for exposure of the cloth A on the gown. 
This statute was dated 1694. Earlier, 
during the period of this novel, puUic 
whipping was universal; at some towns, 
«.f., Duxbury, the adulteress was con¬ 
demned “to he whipt at a cart’s tayle 
through the town's streets.” Salem’s 
earliest statute decreed death for fomi- 
caUon but never enforced it; but Jtriui 
Wintbrop’s JournaU of 1644 record the 
aiecutioa of Mary Latham for adultery. 


In the records of the Salem Quarterh^ 
Court for the 1688 term the punishment 
of a girl named Hester (but not 
Prynne) is set down; Hawthorne proba¬ 
bly knew about her, since he had combed 
through records of this nature and be¬ 
cause his first American ancestor is 
named executioner: “Hester Craford. for 
fornication with John Wadgj as she con¬ 
fessed, to be severely whipped • * * 
a month or six weeks after the birth of 
the child * * • and the Worshipful 
Major William Hatbome to see it ex¬ 
ecuted on a lecture (the “lecture” 
would draw a maximum crowd). See 
Charles Boewe and Murray Murphqr, 
“Hester Prynne in History,” reprint^ 
on pp. 219-221 of this book. 
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sundiine, the grim and gririy pxe$ence of the town-beadle, with a 
cword by his side and his staff of office in his hand. This personage 
piefigur^ and represented in his aspect the whole dismal severity 
of the Puritanic code of law, which it was his business to administer 
in its 6nal and closest application to the offdider. Stretching forth 
the ofEdal staff in his left hand, he laid his right upon the shoulder 
of a young woman, whom he thus drew forward; until, on the 
threshold of the prison-door, she repelled him, by an action marked 
with natural dignity and force of character, and stepped into the 
open air, as if by her own free-will. She bore in her arms a child, 
a baby of some three months old, who winked and turned aside 
its little face from the too vivid light of day; because its existence, 
heretofore, had brought it acquainted only with the gray twilight 
of a dungeon, or other darksome apartment of the prison. 

When the young woman—the mother of this child—stood 
fully revealed ^fore the crowd, it seemed to be her first impulse 
to d^sp the infimt closely to her bosom; not so much by an im¬ 
pulse of motherly affection, as that she might thereby conceal a 
certain token, which was wrought or fastened into her dress. In a 
moment, however, wisely judging that one token of her shame 
would but poorly serve to hide another, she took the baby on her 
arm, and, with a burning blush, and yet a haughty smile, and a 
glance that would not be abashed, looked around at her townspeo¬ 
ple and neighbours. On the breast of her gown, in fine red cloth, 
surrounded with an elaborate embroidery and fantastic flourishes 
of gold thread, appeared the letter A. It was so artistically done, 
and with so much fertility and gorgeous luxuriance of fancy, that 
it had all the effect of a last and fitting decoration to the apparel 
which she wore; and which was of a splendor in accordance with 
the taste of the age, but greatly beyond what was allowed by the 
sumptuary regulations of the colony. 

The young woman was tall, with a figure of perfect elegance, on 
a large scale. She had dark and abundant hair, so glossy that it 
threw off the sunshine with a gleam, and a face which, besides 
being beautiful from regularity of feature and richness of com¬ 
plexion, had the impressiveness belonging to a marked brow and 
deep black eyes. She was lady-like, too, after the manner of the 
feminine gentility of those days; characterized by a certain state 
and dignity, rather than by the delicate, evanescent; and inde¬ 
scribable grace, which is now recognized as its indication. And 
never had Hester Prynne appeared more lady-like, in the antique 
interpretation of the term, than as she issued from the prison. Those 
who had before known her, and had expected to behold her 
dimmed and obscured by a disastrous cloud, were astonished, and 
even startled, to perceive how her beauty shone out, and made a 
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halo of the misfortune and ignominy in which she was enveloped. 
It may be true, that, to a sensitive observer, there was something 
exquisitely painful in it. Her attire, which, indeed, she had wrought 
for the occasion, in prison, and had modelled much after her own 
foncy, seemed to express the attitude of her spirit, the desperate 
recklessness of her mood, by its wild and picturesque peculiarity.* 
But the point which drew all eyes, and, as it were, trans&gured the 
wearer,—so that both men and women, who had been familiarly 
acquainted with Hester Prynne, were now impressed as if they b^ 
held her for the firet time,—^was that Scarlet Letter, so fan¬ 
tastically embroidered and illuminated upon her bosom. It had the 
eflfect of a spell, taking her out of the ordinary relations with hu¬ 
manity, and inclosing her in a sphere by herself. 

“She hath good skill at her needle, that's certain," remarked one 
of the female spectators; “but did ever a woman, before this brazen 
hussy, contrive such a way of showing iti Why, gossips, what is it 
but to laugh in the faces of our godly magistrates, and make a pride 
out of what they, worthy gentlemen, meant for a punishment?" 

“It were well," muttered the most iron-visaged of the old dames, 
“if we stripped Madam Hester's rich gown off her dainty shoulders; 
and as for the red letter, which she hath stitched so curiously. I'll 
bestow a rag of mine own rheumatic flannel, to make a fitter one!" 

“O, peace, neighbours, peace!" whispered their youngest com¬ 
panion. “Do not let her hear you! Not a stitch in that embroidered 
letter, but she has felt it in her heart." 

The grim beadle now made a gesture with his staff. 

“Make way, good people, make way, in the King’s name," cried 
he. “Open a passage; and, I promise ye. Mistress Prynne shall be set 
where man, woman, and child may have a fair sight of her brave 
apparel, from this time till an hour past meridian. A blessing on 
the righteous Colony of the Massachusetts, where iniquity is 
dragged out into the sunshine! Come along, Madame Hester, and 
show your scarlet letter in the market-place!" 

A lane was forthwith opened through the crowd of spectators. 
Preceded by the beadle, and attended by an irregular procession of 
stem-browed men and unkindly-visaged women, Hester Prynne set 
forth towards the place appointed for her punishment. A crowd of 
eager and curious schoolboys, understanding little of the matter 
in hand, except that it gave them a half-holiday, ran before her 
progress, turning their heads continually to stare into her face, and 
at the winking baby in her arms, and at the ignominious letter on 
her breast. It was no great distance, in those days, from the prison- 
door to the market-place. Measured by the prisoner’s experience 
however, it might be reckoned a journey of some length; for. 
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haughty as her demeanour was, she perchance underwent an agony 
from every footstep of those that thronged to see her, as if her heart 
had been flung into the street for them all to spurn and trample 
upon. In our nature, however, there is a provision, alike marvellous 
and merciful, that the sufferer should never know the intensity of 
what he endures by its pr«ent torture, but chiefly by the pang that 
rankles after it. With almost a serene deportment, therefore, Hester 
Prynne passed through this portion of her ordeal, and came to a 
sort of scaffold, at the western extremity of the market-place. It 
stood nearly beneath the eaves of Boston’s earli^t church, and ap¬ 
peared to be a fixture there. 

In fact, this scaffold constituted a portion of a penal machine, 
which now, for two or three generations past, has b^n merely his¬ 
torical and traditionary among us, but was held, in the old time, to 
be as effectual an agent in the promotion of good citizenship, as 
ever was the guillotine among the terrorists of France. It was, in 
short, the platform of the pillory; and above it rose the framework 
of that instrument of discipline, so foshioned as to confine the 
human head in its tight grasp, and thus hold it up to the public 
gaze, 'fhe very ideal of ignominy was embodied and made manifest 
in this contrivance of w(^ and iron. There can be no outrage, me- 
thinks, against our common nature,—whatever be the delinquencies 
of the individual,—no outrage more flagrant than to forbid the 
culprit to hide his face for shame; as it was the essence of this 
punishment to do. In Hester Prynne’s instance, however, as not 
unfrequently in other cases, her sentence bore, that she should stand 
a certain time upon the platform, but without undergoing that gripe 
about the neck and confinement of the head, the proneness to 
which was the most devilish characteristic of this ugly engine. 
Knowing well her part, she ascended a flight of wooden steps, and 
was thus displayed to the surrounding multitude, at about the 
height of a man’s shoulders above the street. 

Had there been a Papist among the crowd of Puritans, he might 
have seen in this beautiful woman, so picturesque in her attire and 
mien, and with the infant at her bosom, an object to remind him 
of the image of Divine Maternity, which so many illustrious paint¬ 
ers have vied with one another to represent; something which 
should remind him, indeed, but only 1^ contrast, of that sacred 
image of sinless motherhood, whose infant was to redeem the 
world. Here, there was the taint of deepest sin in the most sacred 
quality of human life, working such effect, that the world was only 
the darker for this woman’s beauty, and the more lost for the infent 
tiiat she had borne. 

The scene was not without a mixture of awe; sudh as most al- 
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ways invest the spectacle of guilt and shame in a fellow-creatun^ 
before society shall have grown corrupt enough to smile, instead of 
shuddering^ at it. The witnesses of Hester Prynne’s disgrace had 
not yet passed b^rond their simplicity. They were stem enough 
to look upon her death, had that be^ the sentence, without a 
murmur at its severity, but had none of the heartlessness of another* 
social state, which would find only a theme for jest in an exhibit 
tion like the present. Even had there been a disposition to turn the 
matter into ridicule, it must have been repressed and overpowered 
by the solemn presence of men no less dignified than the Governor, 
and several of his counsellors, a judge, a general, and the ministers 
of the town; all of whom sat or sto^ in a balcony of the meeting* 
house, looking down upon the platform. When such personages 
could constitute a part of the spectacle, without risking the majesty 
or reverence of rank and office, it was safely to be inferred that the 
infliction of a legal sentence would have an earnest and efEectual 
meaning. Accordingly, the crowd was sombre and grave. The un> 
happy culprit sustained herself as best a woman might, under the 
heavy weight of a thousand unrelenting eyes, all fastened upon her, 
and concentred at her bosom. It was almost intolerable to be borne. 
Of an impulsive and passionate nature, she had fortified herself to 
encounter the stings and venomous stabs of public contumely, 
wreaking itself in every variety of insult; but there was a quality 
so much more terrible in the solemn mood of the popular mind, 
that she longed rather to behold all those rigid countenances con* 
torted with scornful merriment, and herself the object. Had a 
roar of laughter burst from the multitude,—each man, each woman, 
each little shrill-voiced child, contributing their individual parts,— 
Hester Ptynne might have repaid them all with a bitter and dis¬ 
dainful smile. But, under the leaden infliction which it was her 
doom to endure, she felt, at moments, as if she must needs shriek 
out with the full power of her lungs, and cast herself from the 
scaffold down upon the ground, or else go mad at once. 

Yet there were intervals when the whole scene, in which she was 
the most conspicuous object, seemed to vanish from her eyes, or, 
at least, glimmered indistinctly before them, like a mass of imper¬ 
fectly shaped and spectral images. Her mind, and especially her 
memory, was pretematurally active, and kept bringing up other 
scenes than this roughly hewn street of a little town, on the edge 
of the Western wilderness; other faces than were lowering upon 
her from beneath the brims of those steeple-crowned hats. Remi¬ 
niscences, the most trifling and immaterial, passages of infancy and 
school-days, sports, childish quarrels, and the little domestic traits 
of her maiden years, came swarming back upon her, intermingled 
with recollections of whatever was gravest in her subsequent life; 
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one picture precisely as vivid as another; as if all were of simOar 
importance, or all alike a play. Possibly, it was an instinctive de* 
vice of her spirit, to relieve itself, the exhibition of these 
phantasmagoric form$, from the cruel weight and hardness of the 
reality. 

Be that as it might, the scaffold of the pillory was a point of view 
that revealed to Hester Prynne the entire track along which she 
had been treading, since her happy infancy. Standing on that 
miserable eminence, she saw again her native villa^, in Old Eng¬ 
land, and her paternal home; a decayed house of gray stone, with a 
poverty-stricken aspect, but retaining a half-obliterated shield of 
arms over the portal, in token of antique gentility. She saw her 
father's face, with its bald brow, and reverend white beard, that 
flowed over the old-fashioned Elizabethan ruff; her mother's, too, 
with the look of heedful and anxious love which it always wore in 
her remembrance, and which, even since her death, had so often 
laid the impediment of a gentle remonstrance in her daughter's 
pathway. She saw her own face, glowing with girlish beauty, and il¬ 
luminating all the interior of the dusky mirror in which she had 
been wont to gaze at it. There she beheld another countenance, of 
a man well stricken in years, a pale, thin, scholar-like visage, with 
eyes dim and bleared by the lamp-light that had served riiem to 
pore over many ponderous books. Yet those same bleared optics 
had a strange, penetrating power, when it was their owner's pur¬ 
pose to read the human soul. This figure of the study and the 
cloister, as Hester Prynne's womanly fancy failed not to recall, was 
slightly deformed, with the left shoulder a trifle higher than the 
right. Next rose before her, in memory's picture-gallery, the intri¬ 
cate and nanow thoroughfares, the tall, gray houses, the huge 
cathedrals, and the public edifices, ancient in date and quaint in 
architecture, of a Continental city; where a new life had awaited 
her, still in connection with the misshapen scholar; a new life, but 
feeding itself on time-worn materials, like a tuft of green moss on 
a crumbling wall. Lastly, in lieu of these shifting scenes, came back 
the rude market-place of the Puritan settlement, with all the towns¬ 
people assembled and levelling their stem regards at Hester Prynne, 
—yes, at herself,—who stood on the scaffold of the pillory, an infant 
on her arm, and the letter A, in scarlet, fantastically embroidered 
with gold thread, upon her bosoml 
Could it be true? She clutched the child so fiercely to her breast, 
that it sent forth a cry; she turned her eyes downward at the scarlet 
letter, and even touted it with her finger, to assure herself that 
the infant and the shame were real. YesI—these were her realities, 
--aU else had vanished! 
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III. The Recofftition 

From this intense consciousness of being the object of severe and 
universal observation, the wearer of the scarlet letter was at length 
relieved by discerning, on the outskirts of the crowd, a figure whi^ 
irresistibly took possession of her thoughts. An Indian, in his na* 
tive garb, standing there; but the red men v/ere not so infre¬ 
quent visitors of the English settlements, that one of them would 
have attracted any notice from Hester Piynne, at such a time; much 
less would he have excluded all other objects and ideas from her 
mind. By the Indian's side, and evidently sustaining a companion¬ 
ship with him, stood a white man, clad in a strange disarray of 
civilized and savage costume. 

He was small in stature, with a furrowed visage, which, as yet, 
could hardly be termed aged. There was a remarkable intelligence in 
his features, as of a person who had so cultivated his mental part 
that it could not fail to mould the physical to itself, and bec^e 
manifest by unmistakable tokens. Although, by a seemingly careless 
arrangement of his heterogeneous garb, he had endeavoured to 
conceal or abate the peculiarity, it was sufficiently evident to Hester 
Prynne, that one of this man's shoulders rose higher than the other. 
Again, at the first instant of perceiving that thin visage, and the 
slight deformity of the figure, she pressed her infant to her bosom, 
with so convulsive a force that the poor babe uttered another cry 
of pain. But the mother did not seem to hear it. 

At his arrival in the market-place, and some time before she 
saw him, the stranger had bent his eyes on Hester Prynne. It was 
carelessly, at first, like a man chiefly accustomed to look inward, 
and to whom external matters are of little value and import, unless 
they bear relation to something within his mind. Very soon, how¬ 
ever, his look became keen and penetrative. A writhing horror 
twisted itself aaoss his features, like a snake gliding swiftly over 
them, and making one little pause, with all its wreathed intervolu¬ 
tions in open sight. His face darkened with some powerful emo¬ 
tion, which, nevertheless, he so instantaneously controlled by an 
effort of his will, that, save at a single moment, its expression might 
have passed for calmness. After a brief space, the convulsion grew 
almost imperceptible, and finally subsid^ into the depths of his 
nature. When he found the eyes of Hester Prynne fastened on his 
own, and saw that she appeared to recognize him, he slowly and 
calmly raised his finger, made a gesture with it in the air, and 
laid it on his lips. 

Then, touching the shoulder of a townsman who stood next to 
him, he addressed him in a formal and courteous manner 
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“I pray you, good Sir,” said he, "who is tiiis w<Mnan?-HUid 
wherefore is she here set up to public shame?" 

‘‘You most needs be a stranger in this region, friend," answered 
the townsman, looking curiously at the questioner and his savage 
companion; "else you would surely have heard of Mistress Hester 
Ptynne; and her evil doings. She hath raised a great scandal, I 
promise you, in godly Master Dimmesdale’s church." 

"You say truly," replied the other. "I am a stranger, and have 
been a wanderer, sorely against my will. I have met with grievous 
mishaps by sea and land, and have been long held in bonds among 
the heathen-folk, to the southward; and am now brought hither by 
this Indian, to be redeemed out of my captivity. Will it please you, 
therefore, to tell me of Hester Prynne’s,—^have I her name rightly? 
—of this woman's c^ences, and what has brought her to yonder 
•scaffold?" 

"Truly, friend, and methinks it must gladden your heart, after 
your troubles and sojourn in the wilderness," said the townsman, 
"to find yourself, at length, in a land where iniquity is searched out, 
and punished in the sight of rulers and people; as here in our godly 
New England. Yonder woman, Sir, you must know, was the wife 
of a certain learned man, English by birth, but who had long dwelt 
in Amsterdam,* whence, some good time agone, he was minded to 
cross over and cast in his lot with us of the Massachusetts. To this 
purpose^ he sent his wife before him, remaining himself to look 
after some necessary affairs. Marty, good Sir, in some two years, or 
less, that the woman has been a dweller here in Boston, no tidings 
have come of this learned gentleman. Master Prynne; and his 
young wife, look you, being left to her own misguidance- 

"Ah!—aha!—I conceive you," said the stranger, with a bitter 
smile. "So learned a man as you speak of should have learned this 
too in his books. And who, by your favor. Sir, may be the father 
of yonder babe—^it is some three or four months old, 1 should 
judge—^which Mist .ess Prynne is holding in her arms?" 

"Of a truth, friend, that matter remaineth a riddle; and the 
Daniel who shall expound it is yet a-wanting,”'^ answered the towns¬ 
man. "Madam Hester absolutely refuseth to speak, and the magis¬ 
trates have laid their heads together in vain. Peradventure the guilty 
one stands looking on at this sad spectacle, unknown of man, and 
forgetting that sees him." 

"The Teamed man," observed the stranger, with another smil^ 
"should come himself to look into the my.»tety." 

6. Persecuted Eaglish Separatists and 7. The pr(q>liet Daniel interpreted the 
Puritans found refuge in Uberai Amster- cryptic writing that anrear^ on the 
dam, Holland, whither the Pilgrims fled wall during Itelsbauar’s feast: *11iou 
in 1608, and whence, like othm groups, art weighed in the balance and found 
they sailed for Aamika (1620). wanting" (Daniel 5). 
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**It behooves him wdl, if he be shll in life/’ responded the 
townsman. “Now, good Sir, our Massachusetts magistracy, bethink¬ 
ing themselves that this woman is youthful and fair, and doubtless 
was strongly tempted to her fall;—^and that, moreover, as is most 
likely, her husband may be at the bottom of the sea;—^they have 
not been bold to put in force the extremity of our righteous law 
against her. The penalty thereof is death. But, in their great mercy 
and tenderness of heart, they have doomed Mistress Ptynne to stand 
only a space of three hours on the platform of the pillory, and then 
and thereafter, for the remainder of her natural life, to wear a mark 
of shame upon her bosom.” 

“A wise sentencel” remarked the stranger, gravely bowing his 
head. “Thus she will be a living sermon against sin, until the 
ignominious letter be engraved upon her tombstone. It irks, me, 
nevertheless, that the partner of her iniquity should not, at least, 
stand on the scaffold by her side. But he will be knowni—^he will 
be knowni—^he will be known!” 

He bowed courteously to the communicative townsman, and, 
whispering a few words to his Indian attendant, they both made 
their way through the crowd. 

While they passed, Hester Prynne had been standing on her 
pedestal, still with a fixed gaze towards the stranger; so fixed a gaze, 
that, at moments of intense absorption, all other objects in the visi¬ 
ble world seemed to vanish, leaving only him and her. Such an 
interview, perhaps, would have been more terrible than even to 
meet him as she now did, with the hot, midday sun burning down 
upon her face, and lighting up its shame; with the scarlet token of 
infamy on her breast; with the sin-bom infant in her arms; with a 
whole people, drawn forth as to a festival, staring at the features 
that should have been seen only in the quiet gleam of the fireside, 
in the happy shadow of a home, or beneath a matronly veil, at 
church. Dreadful as it was, she was conscious of a shelter in the 
presence of these thousand witnesses. It was better to stand thus, 
with so many betwixt him and her, than to greet him, face to fac^ 
they two alone. She fled for refuge, as it were, to the public ex¬ 
posure, and dreaded the moment when its protection should be 
withdrawn from her. Involved in these thoughts, she scarcely 
heard a voice behind her, until it had repeated her name more 
than once, in a loud and solemn ton^ audible to the whole multi^ 
tilde. 

“Hearken unto me^ Hester Prynnel” said the voice. 

It has already been noticed, that directly over the platform on 
which Hester Prynne stood was a kind of Iralcony, or open gallery, 
appended to the meeting-house. It was the place whence proclama¬ 
tions were wont to be made, amidst an assemblage of the magis- 
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tracy, with all the ceremonial that attended such public observ¬ 
ances in those days. Her^ to witness the scene which we are de* 
scribing, sat Governor BeUingham^ himself, with four sergeants 
about bis chair, bearing halberds, as a guard of honor. He wore a 
dark feather in his hat, a border of embroidery on his cloak, and a 
black velvet tunic beneath; a ^tleman advanced in years, and with 
a hard experience written in his wrinkles. He was not ill fitted to 
be the head and representative of a community, which owed its 
origin and progress, and its present state of development, not to 
the impulses of youth, but to the stem and tempered energies 
of manhood, and the sombre sagacity of age; accomplishing so 
much, precisely because it imagined and hoped so little. The other 
eminent characters, by whom the chief ruler was surrounded, were 
distinguished by a dignity of mien, belonging to a period when the 
forms of authority were felt to possess the sacredness of divine in¬ 
stitutions. They were, doubtless, good men, jusl^ and sage. But, out 
of the whole human family, it would not have been easy to select 
the same number of wise and virtuous persons, who should be less 
capable of sitting in judgment on an erring woman’s heart, and 
disentangling its mesh of good and evil, than the sages of rigid 
aspect towards whom Hester Piynne now turned her face. She 
seemed conscious, indeed, that whatever sympathy she might expect 
lay in the larger and warmer heart of the multitude; for, as she 
lifted her eyes towards the balcony, the unhappy woman grew 
pale and trembled. 

The voice which had called her attention was that of the reverend 
and famous John Wilson,® the eldest clergyman of Boston, a great 
scholar, like most of his contemporaries in the profession, and 
withal a man of kind and genial spirit. This last attribute, however, 
had been less carefully developed than his intellectual gifts, and 
was, in truth, rather a matter of shame than self-congratulation 
with him. There he stood, with a border of grizzled locks beneath 
his skull-cap; while his gray eyes, accustomed to the shaded light of 
his study, were winking, like those of Hester’s infant, in the un¬ 
adulterated sunshine. He looked like the darkly engraved portraits 
which we see prefixed to old volumes of sermons; and had no more 
right than one of those portraits would have, to step forth, as he 
now did, and meddle with a question of human guilt, passion, and 
anguish. 


8. Richard Bellingham (1S92-1672), 
a lawyer bom in Lincolnshire, came to 
Boston in 1634. He was governor of 
Massachusetts colony in 1641, 1654, 
and 1665-1672. 

9. John Wilson (1588-1667), Eng¬ 
lish Congregational minister, came to 


Boston with the first settlers (1630). 
Cotton Mather described him in the 
iiainalia CkrisU as having "great seal 
with great love * * * joined with ot- 
thodow." He was Mrs. Hutchinson's 
chief clerical opponent. 
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“Hester Prynnc,” said the dergyman, “I have striven with my 
young brother here, under whose preaching of the word you have 
been privil^ed to sit,'"—here Mr. Wilson laid his hand on the 
shoulder of a pale young man beside him,—“I have sought, I say, 
to persuade this godly youth, that he should deal with you, here in 
riie face of Heaven, and before these wise and upright rulers, *and 
in hearing of all the people, as touching the vileness and blackness 
of your sin. Knowing your natural temper better than I. he could 
the better judge what arguments to use, whether of tenderness or 
terror, such as might prevail over your hardness and obstinacy; in¬ 
somuch that you should no longer hide the name of him who 
tempted you to this grievous fall. But he opposes to me, (with a 
3 roung man's over-sotoess, albeit wise beyond his years,) that it 
were wronging the very nature of woman to force her to lay open 
her heart's secrets in such broad daylight, and in presence of so 
great a multitude. Truly, as 1 sought to convince him, the shame 
lay in the commission of the sin, and not in the showing of it forth. 
V^t say you to it, once again, brother Dimmesdale? Must it be 
thou or I that shall deal with this poor sinner’s soul?" 

There was a murmur among the dignified and reverend occu¬ 
pants of the balcony; and Governor Bellingham gave expression to 
its purport, speaking in an authoritative voice, although tempered 
with respect towards the youthful clergyman whom he addressed. 

"Good Master Dimmesdale," said he, "the responsibility of this 
woman's soul lies greatly with you. It behooves you, therefore, to 
exhort her to repentance, and to confession, as a proof and conse¬ 
quence thereof." 

The directness of this appeal drew the eyes of the whole crowd 
upon the Reverend Mr. Dimmesdale; a young clergyman, who had 
come from one of the great English universities, bringing all the 
learning of the age into our wild forest-land. His eloquence and 
religious fervor had already given the earnest of high eminence in 
his profession. He was a person of very striking aspect, with a white, 
lofty, and impending brow, large, brown, melancholy eyes, and a 
mouth which, unless when he forcibly compressed it, was apt to be 
tremulous, expressing both nervous sensibility and a vast power of 
self-restraint. Notwithstanding his high native gifts and scholar-like 
attainments, there was an air about this young minister,—an ap¬ 
prehensive, a startled, a half-frightened look,—^as of a being who 
felt himself quite astray and at a loss in the pathway of human ex¬ 
istence, and could only be at ease in some seclusion of his own. 
Therefore, so far as his duties would permit, he trode in the 
shadowy by-paths, and thus kept himself simple and childlike; com¬ 
ing forth, when occasion was, with a freshness, and fragrance, and 
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dewy purity of thought, which, as many people said, affected them 
like the speech of an angel. 

Such was the young man whom the Reverend Mr. Wilson and 
the Governor had introduced so openly to the public notice, bid¬ 
ding him speak, in the hearing of all men, to that mystery of a 
woman's soul, so sacred even in its pollution. The trying nature of 
his position drove the blood from his cheek, and made his lips 
tremulous. 

**Speak to the woman, my brother," said Mr. Wilson. "It is of 
moment to her soul, and therefore, as the worshipful Governor says, 
momentous to thine own, in whose charge hers is. Exhort her to 
confess the truthl" 

The Reverend Mr. Dimmesdale bent his head, in silent prayer, as 
i(^ seemed, and then came forward. 

"Hester Ptynne," said he, leaning over the balcony, and looking 
down steadfastly into her eyes, "thou hearest what this good man 
says, and seest the accountability under which I labor. If thou 
feelest it to be for thy souPs peace, and that thy earthly punishment 
will thereby be made more effectual to salvatioa, I charge thee to 
speak out Ae name of thy feUow-sinner and fellow-suffererl Be not 
silent from any mistaken pity and tenderness for him; for, believe 
me, Hester, though he were to step down from a high place, and 
stand there beside thee, on thy pedestal of shame, yet better were 
it so, than to hide a guilty heart through life. What can thy silence 
do for him, except it tempt him—^yea, compel him, as it were—to 
add hypocrisy to sin? Heaven hath granted thee an open ignominy, 
that thereby thou mayest work out an open triumph over the evil 
within thee, and the sorrow without. Take heed how thou deniest 
to him—^who, perchance, hath not the courage to grasp it for him¬ 
self—the bitter, but wholesome, cup that is now presented to thy 
lips!” 

The young pastor's voice was tremulously sweet; rich, deep, and 
broken. The feeling that it so evidently manifested, rather than the 
direct purport of the words, caused it to vibrate within all hearts, 
and brought the listeners into one accord of sympathy. Even the 
poor baby, at Hester’s bosom, was affected by the same influence; 
for it directed its hitherto vacant gaze towards Mr. Dimmesdale, and 
help up its Kttle arms, with a half pleased, half plaintive murmur. 
So powerful seemed the minister's appeal, that the people could 
not beheve but that Hester Fiynne would speak out Ae guilty 
nami^ orelse that the guilty one himself, in whatever high or lowly 
plafise he rtood, would be drawn forth by an inward and inevitable 
necessity, and compelled to ascend the scaffdd. 

Hester diook her head. 
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**Womaii» transgress not beyond the limits of Heaven’s mercyf” 
cried the Reverend Mr. Wilson, more harshly than before. ’’That 
little babe hath been gifted with a voice, to second and confirm 
the counsel which thou hast heard. Speak out the namel That, and 
thy repentance, may avail to take the scarlet letter off thy breast.” 

’’Never!” replied Hester Prynne, looking, not at Mr. Wilson, but 
into the deep and troubled eyes of the younger clergyman. ”It is too 
deeply branded. Ye cannot take it (^. And would that I might en* 
dure his agony, as well as mine!” 

’’Speak, woman!” said another voice, coldly and sternly, proceed¬ 
ing from the crowd about the scaffold. ”Spe^; and give your child 
a father!” 

”I will not speak!” answered Hester, turning pale as death, but 
responding to this voice, which she too surely recognized. “And my 
child must seek a heavenly Father; she shall never know an earthly 
one!” 

’’She will not speak!” murmured Mr. Dimmesdale, who leaning 
over the balcony, with his hand upon his heart, had awaited the 
result of his appeal. He now drew back, with a long respiration. 
’’Wondrous strength and generosity of a woman’s heart! She win 
not speak!” 

Discerning the impracticable state of the poor culprit’s mind, the 
elder clergyman, who had carefully prepared himself for the occa¬ 
sion, addressed to the multitude a discourse on sin, in all its 
branches, but with continual reference to the ignominious letter. So 
forcibly did he dwell upon this symbol, for the hour or more dur¬ 
ing which his periods were rolling over the people’s heads, that it 
assumed new terrors in their imagination, and seemed to derive 
its scarlet hue from the flames of the infernal pit. Hester Prynne, 
meanwhile, kept her place upon the pedestal of shame, with glazed 
eyes, and an air of weary indifference. She had borne, that morn¬ 
ing, all that nature could endure; and as her temperament was not 
of the order that escapes from too intense suffering by a swoon, her 
spirit could only shelter itself beneath a stony crust of insensibility, 
while the faculties of animal life remained entire. In this state, the 
voice of the preacher thundered remorselessly, but unavailingly, 
upon her ears. The infant, during the latter portion of her ordeal, 
pierced the air with its wailings and screams; she strove to hush it, 
mechanically, but seemed scarcely to sympathize with its trouble. 
With the same hard demeanour, she was led back to prison, and 
vanished from the public gaze within its iron-clamped portal. It was 
whispered, by those who peered after her, that the scarlet letter 
threw a lurid gleam along the dark passage-way of the interior. 
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JV. The Interview 

After her return to the prison, Hester Prynne was found to be 
in a state of nervous excitement that demanded constant watchful¬ 
ness, lest she should perpetrate violence on herself, or do some half- 
frenzied mischief to the poor babe. As ni^t approached, it proving 
impossible to quell her insubordination by rebuke or threats of pun¬ 
ishment, Master Brackett, the jailer, thought fit to introduce a 
physician. He described him as a man of skill in all Christian modes 
of physical science, and likewise fomiliar with whatever the savage 
people could teach, in respect to medicinal herbs and roots that 
grew in the forest. To say the truth, there was much need of pro¬ 
fessional assistance, not merdy for Hester herself, but still more 
urgently for the child; who, drawing its sustenance from the mater¬ 
nal bosom, seemed to have drank in with it all the turmoil, the 
anguish, and despair, which pervaded the mother’s system. It now 
writhed in convulsions of pain, and was a forcible type, in its lit¬ 
tle frame, of the moral agony which Hester Prynne had borne 
throughout the day. 

Closely following the jailer into the dismal apartment, appeared 
that individual, of singular aspect, whose presence in the crowd had 
been of such deep interest to the wearer of the scarlet letter. He 
was lodged in the prison, not as suspected of any offence, but as 
the most convenient and suitable mode of disposing of him, until 
the magistrates should have conferred with the Indian sagamores 
respecting his ransom. His name was announced as Roger Chilling- 
worth. The jailer, after ushering him into the room, remained a 
moment, marvelling at the comparative quiet that followed his 
entrance; for Hester Prynne had immediately become as still as 
death, although the child continued to moan. 

’Trithee, friend, leave me alone with my patient,” said the prac¬ 
titioner. “Trust me, good jailer, you shall briefly have peace in your 
house; and, I promise you. Mistress Prynne shall hereafter be more 
amenable to just authority than you may have found her hereto¬ 
fore." 

"Nay, if your worship can accomplish that," answered Master 
Brackett, "I shall own you for a man of skill indeedi Verily, the 
woman hath been like a possessed one; and there lacks littie, that 
I should take in hand to drive Satan out of her with stripes." 

The stranger had entered the room with the characteristic 
quietude of the profession to which he announced himself as be¬ 
longing. Nor did his demeanour change, when the withdrawal d 
the prison-keeper left him face to face with the woman, whose 



56 • The Scarlet Letter 


absorbed notice of him, in the crowd, had intimated so dose a le* 
lation between himself and her. His first care was given to the 
child; whose cries, indeed, as she lay writhing on the tnmdle-bed, 
made it of peremptory necessity to postpone all other business to 
the task of soothing her. He examined the infant carefully, and 
then proceeded to unclasp a leathern case, which he took from be* 
neath his dress. It appeared to contain certain medical preparations, 
one of which he mingled with a cup of water. 

“My old studies in alchemy,’* observed he, “and my sojourn, 
for above a year past, among a people well versed in ^e kindly 
properties of simples, have made a better physician of me than 
many that claim the medical degree. Here, woman I The child is 
yours,—she is none of mine,—^neither will she recognize my voice 
or aspect as a father’s. Administer this draught, therefore, with thine 
own hand.’’ 

Hester repelled the offered medicine, at the same time gazing 
with stron^y marked apprehension into his face. 

“Wouldst thou avenge thyself on the innocent babe?’’ whispered 
she. 

“Foolish womani’’ responded the physician, half coldly, half 
soothingly. “What should ail me to harm this misbegotten and mis¬ 
erable babe? The medicine is potent for good; and were it my 
child,—^yea, mine own, as Well as thine!—could do no better for 
it.’’ 

As she still hesitated, being, in fact, in no reasonable state of 
mind, he took the infont in his arms, and himself administered the 
draught. It soon proved its efficacy, and redeemed the leech’s pledge. 
The moans of the little patient subsided; its convulsive tossings 
gradually ceased; and in a few moments, as is the custom of young 
children after relief from pain, it sank into a profound and dewy 
slumber. The physician, as he had a fair right to be termed, next 
bestowed his attention on the mother. With calm and intent 
scrutiny, he felt her pulse, looked into her eyes,—a gaze that made 
her heart shrink and shudder, because so familiar, and yet so strange 
and cold,—and, finally, satisfied with his investigation, proceeded 
to mingle another draught. 

“I know not Lethe nor Nepenthe,’’^ remarked he; “but I have 
learned many new secrets in the wilderness, and here is one of 
them,—a recipe that an Indian taught me, in requital of some 
lessons of my own, that were as old as Paracelsus.^ Drink it! It may 
be less soothing than a sinless conscience. That I cannot give thee. 

1. Greek mythology held that a draught used by the Egyptians and other au- 
of the waters of Lethe, a river in dents to induce forgetfulness of sorrow. 
Hades, would induce forgetfnlneu; 2. Swiss alchemist aad pbysiciaa 
uepenUic was a drug (possibly opium). (1493-1S41). 
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Bat it win calm the sweB and heaving of thy passion, like ofl 
thrown on the waves of a tempestuous sea." 

He presented the cup to Hester, who received it with a slow, 
earnest look into his face; not precisely a look of feta, yet full of 
doubt and questioning, as to what his puiposes might be. She 
looked also at her Numbering child. 

"I have thought of death," said she,—^*1iave wished for i^— 
would even have prayed for it, were it fit that such as 1 should 
pray for any thing. Yet, if death be in this cup, I bid thee think 
again, ere Aou bi^oldest me quaff it. See! It is even now at my 
Ups.” 

"Dtinl^ then," replied h^ still with the same cold composure. 
"Dost thou know me so little, Hester Ptynne? Are my purposes 
wont to be so shallow? Even if I imagine a scheme of vengeance, 
what could I do better for my object than to let thee live,—than 
to give thee medicines against all harm and peril of life,—so that 
this burning shame may still blaze upon thy bosom?”—^As he 
spoke, he laid his long forefinger on the scarlet letter, which forth¬ 
with seemed to scorch into Hester’s breast, as if it had been red-hot. 
He noticed her involuntary gesture, and smiled.—^"Live, therefore, 
and bear about thy doom with thee, in the eyes of men and women, 
—^in the eyes of him whom thou didst call thy husband,—^in the 
eyes of yonder child! And, that thou mayest live, take off this 
draught.” 

Without further expostulation or delay, Hester Prynne drained 
the cup, and, at the motion of the man of skill, seated herself on 
the bed where the child was sleeping; while he drew the only chair 
which the room afforded, and took his own seat beside her. She 
could not but tremble at these preparations; for she felt that— 
having now done all that humanity, or principle, or, if so it were, 
a refined cruelty, impelled him to do, for the relief of physical 
suffering—^he was next to treat with her as the man whom she 
had most deeply and irreparably injured. 

"Hester,” said he, "1 ask not wherefore, nor how, thou hast 
fallen into die pit, or say rather, thou hast ascended to the pedestal 
of infamy, on which 1 found thee. The reason is not far to seek. It 
was my folly, and thy weakness. 1 ,—a man of thought,—^the book¬ 
worm of great libraries ,—a man already in decay, having given my 
best years to feed the hungry dream of knowledge,—^what had I to 
do with youth and beauty like thine own! Misshapen from my 
birth-hour, how could 1 delude myself with the idea that intellectual 
gifts might veil physical deformity in a young girl’s fantasy! Men 
call me wise. If sages were ever wise in their own behoof, I might 
have foreseen aO this. I might have known that, as I came out of 
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the vast and dismal forest and entered this settlement of Christian 
men, the very first object to meet my eyes would be thyself, Hester 
Piynne, standing up, a statue of ignominy, before the people. Nay, 
from the moment when we came down the old church-steps to* 
gether, a married pair, I might have beheld the bale-fire of that 
scarlet letter blazing at the end of our path!'* • 

**Thou knowest,’* said Hester,—for, depressed as she was, she 
could not endure this last quiet stab at the token of her shame,— 
**thou knowest that I was frank with thee. I felt no love, nor feigned 
any.” 

"True!” replied he. "It was my folly! I have said it. But, up to 
that epoch of my life, I had lived in vain. Tlie world had been so 
cheerless! My heart was a habitation large enough for many guests, 
but lonely and chill, and without a household fire. I longed to 
kindle one! It seemed not so wild a dream,—old as I was, and 
sombre as I was, and misshapen as I was,—that the simple bliss, 
which is scattered far and wide, for all mankind to gather up, might 
yet be mine. And so, Hester, I drew thee into my heart, into its 
innermost chamber, and sought to warm thee by the warmth which 
thy presence made there!” 

"I have greatly wronged thee,” murmured Hester. 

"We have wronged each other,” answered he. "Mine was the 
first wrong, when I betrayed thy budding youth into a false and 
unnatural relation with my decay. Therefore, as a man who has not 
thought and philosophized in vain, I seek no vengeance, plot no 
evil against thee. Between thee and me, the scale hangs fairly bal¬ 
anced. But, Hester, the man lives who has wronged us both! ^^o is 
he?” 

"Ask me not!” replied Hester Prynne, looking firmly into his 
face. "That thou shalt never know!” 

"Never, sayest thou?” rejoined he, with a smile of dark and self- 
lelying intelligence. "Never know him! Believe mc^ Hester, there 
ate few things,—^whether in the outward world, or, to a certain 
depth, in the invisible sphere of thought,—few things hidden 
frtm the man, who devotes himself earnestly and unreservedly to 
the solution of a mystery. Thou mayest cover up thy secret from 
the prying multitude. Thou mayest conceal it, too, from the min¬ 
isters and magistrates, even as thou didst this day, when they sought 
to wrench the name out of thy heart, and give thee a partner on 
thy pedestal. But, as for me, I come to the inquest with other senses 
than they possess. 1 shall seek this man, as 1 have sought truth in 
books; as 1 have sought gold in alchemy. There is a sympathy that 
will make me conscious of him. I sh^l see him tremble. 1 shall 
feel myself shudder, suddenly and unawares. Sooner or later, he 
must needs be minel” 
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The eyes of the wrinkled scholar glowed so intensely upon her; 
that Hester Piynne clasped her hands over her heart, dreading lest 
he should read the secret there at once. 

*'Thou wilt not reveal his name? Not the less he is mine,'* re- 
sumed he, with a look of confidence, as if destiny were at one with 
him. **He bears no letter of infamy wrought into his garment, as 
thou dost; but I shall read it on his heart. Yet fear not for himi 
Think not that 1 shall interfere with Heaven's own method of retri¬ 
bution, or, to my own loss, betray him to the gripe of human law. 
Neither do thou imagine that I shall contrive aught against his 
life, no, nor against his fame; if, as I judge, he be a man of fair 
repute. Let him live! Let him hide himself in outward honor, if he 
mayl Not the less he shall be minel" 

"Thy acts are like mercy,” said Hester, bewildered and appalled. 
"But thy words interpret thee as a terror!” 

"One thing, thou that wast my wife, I would enjoin upon thee,” 
continued the scholar. "Thou hast kept the secret of thy para¬ 
mour. Keep, likewise, mine! There are none in this land that ^ow 
me. Breathe not, to any human soul, that thou didst ever call me 
husband! Here, on this wild outskirt of the earth, I shall pitch my 
tent; for, elsewhere a wanderer, and isolated from human interests, 
I find here a woman, a man, a child, amongst whom and myself 
there exist the closest ligaments. No matter whether of love or hate; 
no matter whether of right or wrong! Thou and thine, Hester 
Prynne, belong to me. My home is where thou art, and where he 
is. But betray me not!” 

"Wherefore dost thou desire it?” inquired Hester, shrinking, 
she hardly knew why, from this secret bond. "Why not announce 
thyself openly, and cast me off at once?” 

"It may be,” he replied, "because I will not encounter the dis¬ 
honor that besmirches the husband of a faithless woman. It may be 
for other reasons. Enough, it is my purpose to live and die un¬ 
known. Let, therefore, thy husband be to the world as one already 
dead, and of whom no tidings shall ever come. Recognize me noL 
by word, by sign, by look! Breathe not the secret, above all, to the 
man thou wottest of. Shouldst thou fail me in this, beware! His 
fiime, his position, his life, will be in my hands. Beware!” 

"I will keep thy secret, as I have his,” said Hester. 

"Swear it!” rejoined he. 

And she took the oath. 

"And now. Mistress Prynne,” said old Kogei Chillingworth, as 
he was hereafter to be named, "1 leave thee alone; alone with thy 
infiint, and the scarlet letter! How is it, Hester? Doth thy sentence 
bind thee to wear the token in thy sleep? Art thou not afraid ot 
nightmares and hideous dreams?” 
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“Why dost thou smfle so at me?” inquired Hester, troubfed at the 
expression of his eyes. “Art thou like the Black Man* that haunts 
the forest round a^ut us? Hast thou enticed me into a bond that 
will prove the ruin of my soul?“ 

“Not thy soul/' he answered, with another smile. “No, not 
thine!" 


V. Hester at Her Needle 

Hester Frynne’s term of confinement was now at an end. Her 
prison-door was thrown open, and she came forth into the sunshine, 
which, falling on all alike, seemed, to her sick and morbid heart, as 
if meant for no other purpose than to reveal the scarlet letter on 
her breast. Perhaps there was a more real torture in her first un> 
attended footsteps from the threshold of the prison, than even ip 
the procession and spectacle that have been described, where she 
was made the common infamy, at which all mankind was sum¬ 
moned to point its finger. Then, she was supported by an unnatural 
tension of the nerves, and by all the combative energy of her char¬ 
acter, which enabled her to convert the scene into a kind of lurid 
triumph. It was, moreover, a separate and insulated event, to occur 
but once in her lifetime, and to meet which, therefore, reckless of 
economy, she might call up the vital strength that would have 
sufficed for many quiet years. The very law that condemned her—a 
giant of stem features, but with vigor to support, as well as to 
annihilate, in his iron arm—had held her up, through the terrible 
ordeal of her ignominy. But now, with this unattended walk from 
her prison-door, began the daily custom, and she must either sus¬ 
tain and carry it forward by the ordinary resources of her nature, 
or sink beneath it. She could no longer borrow from the future, 
to help her through the present grief. To-morrow would bring its 
own trial with it; so would the next day, and so would the next; 
each its own trial, and yet the very same that was now so unutter¬ 
ably grievous to be borne. The days of the far-off future would toil 
onward, still with the same burden for her to take up, and bear 
along with her, but never to fling down; for the accumulating days, 
and added years, would pile up their misery upon the heap of shame. 
Throughout them all, giving up her individuality, she would be¬ 
come the general symbol at which the preacher and moralist might 
point, and in which they might vivify and embody their images of 
woman's frailty and sinful passion. Thus the young and pure would 
be taught to look at her, with the scarlet letter flaming on her 

3. The Black Man, in folklore the devil the witches gathered to worship evil, 
or his emissary, is associated with the Hawthorne described such a wit^ sab* 
"witch sabbath" in the forest, where bath in "Young Goodman Brown." 
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breast—at her, the child of honorable parents,—at her, the mother 
of a babe, that would hereafter be a woman,—at her, who had once 
been innocent,—as the figure, the body, the reality of sin. And over 
her grave, the infamy that she must carry thither would be her only 
monument. 

It may seem marvellous, that, with the world before her,—^kept 
by no restrictive clause of her condemnation within the limits of 
the Puritan settlement, so remote and so obscure,—free to return 
to her birthplace, or to any other European land, and there hide 
her character and identity under a new exterior, as completely as if 
emerging into another state of being,—^and having also the passes 
of the dark, inscrutable forest open to her, where the wildness of 
her nature might assimilate itself with a people whose customs 
and life were alien from the law that had condemned her,—it may 
seem marvellous, that this woman should still call that place her 
home, where, and where only, she must needs be the type of shame. 
But there is a fatality, a feeling so irresistible and inevitable that it 
has the force of doom, which almost invariably compels human 
beings to linger around and haunt, ghost-like, the spot where some 
great and marked event has given the color to their lifetime; and 
still the more irresistibly, the darker the tinge that saddens it. Her 
sin, her ignominy, were the roots which she had struck into the 
soil. It was as if a new birth, with stronger assimilations than the 
first, had converted the forest-land, still so uncongenial to every 
other pilgrim and wanderer, into Hester Prynne’s wild and dreary, 
but life-long home. All other scenes of earth—even that village of 
rural England, where happy infancy and stainless maidenhood 
seemed yet to* be in her mother’s keeping, like garments put off 
long ago—^were foreign to her, in comparison. The chain that bound 
her here was of iron links, and galling to her inmost soul, but never 
could be broken. 

It might be, too,—doubtless it was so, although she hid the 
secret from herself, and grew pale whenever it struggled out of 
her heart, like a serpent from its hole,—it might be that another 
feeling kept her within the scene and pathway that had been so 
fatal. There dwelt, there trode the feet of one with whom she 
deemed herself connected in a union, that, unrecognized on earth, 
would bring them together before the bar of final judgment, and 
make that their marriage-altar, for a joint futurity of endless retribu> 
tion. Over and over again, the tempter of souls had thrust this idea 
upon Hester’s contemplation, and laughed at the passionate and des¬ 
perate joy with which she seized, and then strove to cast it from her. 
She barely looked the idea in the face, and hastened to bar it in 
its dungeon. What she compelled herself to believe,—^what, finally, 
she reasoned upon, as her motive for continuing a resident of New 
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England,—^was half a tnifh, and half a self-delusion. Her^ she 
said to herself, had been the scene of her guilt, and here should be 
the scene of her earthly punishment; and so, perchance, the torture 
of her daily shame would at length purge her soul, and woilc out 
another purity than that which she had lost; more saint-like, be¬ 
cause the result of martyrdom. 

Hester Prynne, therefore, did not flee. On the outskirts of the 
town, within the verge of the peninsula, but not in close vicinity to 
any other habitation, there was a small thatched cottage. It had 
been built by an earlier settler, and abandoned, because the soil 
about it was too sterile fOr cultivation, while its comparative remote¬ 
ness put it out of the sphere of that social activity which already 
marked the habits of the emigrants. It stood on the shore, looking 
across a basin of the sea at the forest-covered hills, towards the 
west. A clump of scrubby trees, such as alone grew on the peninsula, 
did not so much conceal the cottage from view, as seem to denote 
that here was some object which would fain have been, or at least 
ought to be, concealed. In this little, lonesome dwelling, with some 
slender means that she possessed, and by the license of the magis¬ 
trates, who still kept an inquisitorial watch over her, Hester estab¬ 
lished herself, with her infant child. A mystic shadow of suspicion 
immediately attached itself to the spot. Children, too young to 
comprehend wherefore this woman should be shut out from the 
sphere of human charities, would creep nigh enough to behold her 
plying her needle at the cottage-window, or standing in the door¬ 
way, or laboring in her little garden, or coming forth along the 
pathway that led townward; and, discerning the scarlet letter on 
her br(»st, would scamper off, with a strange, contagious fear. 

Lonely as was Hester’s situation, and without a friend on earth 
who dai^ to show himself, she, however, incurred no risk of want. 
She possessed an art that sufficed, even in a land that afforded com¬ 
paratively little scope for its exercise, to supply food for her thriving 
infant and herself. It was the art—then, as now, almost the only 
one within a woman’s grasp—of needle-work. She bore on her 
breast, in the curiously embroidered letter, a specimen of her deli¬ 
cate and imaginative skill, of which the dames of a court might 
gladly have availed themselves, to add the richer and more spiritual 
adornment of human ingenuity to their fabrics of silk and gold. 
Here, indeed, in the sable simplicity that generally characterized 
the Puritanic modes of dress, there might be an infrequent call for 
the finer productions of her handiwork. Yet the taste of the age, 
demanding whatever was elaborate in compositions of this kind, 
did not fail to extend its influence over our stem progenitors, who 
had cast behind them so many fashions which it mi|^t seem harder 
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to dispense with. Public ceremonies, such as ordinations, Ithe in¬ 
stallation of magistrates, and all that could give majesty to the 
forms in which a new government manifested itself to the people, 
were, as a matter of policy, marked by a stately and well-conducted 
ceremonial, and a sombre, but yet a studied magnificence. Deep 
niffs, painfully wrought bands, and gorgeously embroidered gloves, 
were all deemed necessary to the official state of men assuming the 
reins of power; and were readily allowed to individuals dignified by 
rank or wealth, even while sumptuary laws forbade these and similar 
extravagances to the plebeian order. In the array of funerals, too,— 
whether for the apparel of the dead body, or to typify, by manifold 
emblematic devices of sable cloth and snowy lawn, the sorrow of 
the survivors,—^there was a frequent and characteristic demand for 
stich labor as Hester Piynne could supply. Baby-linen—for babies 
then wore robes of state—^afforded still another possibility of toil 
and emolument. 

By degrees, nor very slowly, her handiwork became what would 
now be termed the fashion. Whether from commiseration for a 
woman of so miserable a destiny; or from the morbid curiosity that 
gives a fictitious value even to common or worthless things; or by 
whatever other intangible circumstance was then, as now, sufficient 
to bestow, on some persons, what others might seek in vain; or 
because Hester really filled a gap which must otherwise have re¬ 
mained vacant; it is certain that she had ready and fairly requited 
employment for as many hours as she saw fit to occupy with her 
needle. Vanity, it may be, chose to mortify itself, by putting on, 
for ceremonials of pomp and state, the garments that had been 
wrought by her sinful hands. Her needle-work was seen on the ruff 
of the Governor; military men wore it on their scarfs, and the min¬ 
ister on his band; it decked the baby’s little cap; it was shut up, to 
be mildewed and moulder away, in the coffins of the dead. But it 
is not recorded that, in a single instance, her skill was called in aid 
to embroider the white veil which was to cover the pure blushes of 
a bride. The exception indicated the ever relentless vigor with which 
society frowned upon her sin. 

Hester sought not to acquire any thing beyond a subsistence, 
of the plainest and most ascetic description, for herself, and a sim¬ 
ple abundance for her child. Her own dress was of the coarsest 
materials and the most sombre hue; with only that one ornament, 
—the scarlet letter,—which it was her doom to wear. The child’s 
attire, on the other hand, was distinguished by a fanciful, or, we 
might rather say, a fantastic ingenuity, which served, indeed, to 
heighten the airy charm that early bqgan to develop itself in the 
little girl, but which appeared to ^ve also a deeper meaning. We 
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may speak further of it hereafter. Except for that small expenditure 
in the decoration of her infant, Hester bestowed all her superfluous 
means in charity, on wretches less miserable than herself, and who 
not unfrequently insulted the hand that fed them. Much gf the 
time, which she might readily have applied to the better efforts of 
her art, she employed in making coarse garments for the poor. It is 
probable that there was an idea of penance in this mode of occupa¬ 
tion, and that she offered up a real sacrifice of enjoyment, in devot¬ 
ing so many hours to such rude handiwork. She had in her nature 
a rich, voluptuous. Oriental characteristic,—a taste for the gor¬ 
geously beautiful, which, save in the exquisite productions of her 
needle, found nothing else, in all the possibilities of her life, to 
exercise itself upon. Women derive a pleasure, incomprehensible to 
the other sex, from the delicate toil of the needle. To Heste*- 
Prynne it might have been a mode of expressing, and therefore 
soothing, the passion of her life. Like all other joys, she rejected 
it as sin. This morbid meddling of conscience with an immaterial 
matter betokened, it is to be feared, no genuine and steadfast peni¬ 
tence, but something doubtful, something that might be deeply 
wrong, beneath. 

In this manner, Hester Prynne came to have a part to perform 
in the world. With her native energy of character, and rare capacity, 
it could not entirely cast her off, although it had set a mark upon 
her, more intolerable to a woman's heart than that which branded 
the brow of Cain.^ In all her intercourse with society, however, 
there was nothing that made her feel as if she belonged to it. Every 
gesture, every word, and even the silence of those with whom she 
came in contact, implied, and often expressed, that she was ban¬ 
ished, and as much alone as if she inhabited another sphere, or 
communicated with the common nature by other organs and senses 
than the rest of human kind. She stood apart from mortal interests, 
yet close beside them, like a ghost that revisits the familiar fireside, 
and can no longer make itself seen or felt; no more smile with the 
household joy, nor mourn with the kindred sorrow; or, should it 
succeed in manifesting its forbidden sympathy, awakening only 
tenor and horrible repugnance. These emotions, in fact, and its 
bitterest scorn besides, seemed to be the sole portion^that she re¬ 
tained in the universal heart. It was not an age of delicacy; and 
her position, although she understood it well, and was in little 
danger of forgetting it, was often brought before her vivid self¬ 
perception, like a new anguish, by the rudest touch upon the tender- 
est spot. Tlie poor, as we have already said, whom she sought out 


4. See Genesis 4 : 1-16. 
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to be the objects of her bounty, often reviled the hand that was 
stretched forth to succor them. Dames of elevated rank, likewise, 
whose doore she entered in the way of her occupation, were accus¬ 
tomed to distil drops of bitterness into her heart; sometimes through 
that alchemy of quiet malice, by which women can concoct a subtile 
poison from ordinary trifles; and sometimes, also, by a coarser ex¬ 
pression, that fell upon the sufferer’s defenceless breast like a rough 
blow upon an ulcerated wound. Hester had schooled herself long 
and well; she never responded to these attacks, save by a flush of 
aimson that rose inepressibly over her pale cheek, and again sub¬ 
sided into the depths of her bosom. She was patient,—^a martyr, 
indeed,—but she forbore to pray for her enemies; lest, in spite of 
her forgiving aspirations, the words of the blessing should stubbornly 
twist themselves into a curse. 

Continually, and in a thousand other ways, did she feel the innu¬ 
merable throbs of anguish that had been so cunningly contrived for 
her by the undying, the ever-active sentence of the Puritan tribunal. 
Clergymen paused in the street to address words of exhortation, 
that brought a crowd, with its mingled grin and frown, around the 
poor, sinful woman. If she entered a church, trusting to share the 
Sabbath smile of the Universal Father, it was often her mishap to 
find herself the text of the discourse. She grew to have a dread of 
children; for they had imbibed from their parents a vague idea of 
something horrible in this dreary woman, gliding silently through 
the town, with never any companion but one only child. Therefore, 
first allowing her to pass, they pursued her at a distance with shrill 
cries, and the utterance of a word that had no distinct purport to 
their own minds, but was none the less terrible to her, as proceeding 
from lips that babbled it unconsciously. It seemed to argue so wide 
a diffusion of her shame, that all nature knew of it; it could have 
caused her no deeper pang, had the leaves of the trees whispered 
the dark story among themselves,—had the summer breeze mur¬ 
mured about it,—^had the wintry blast shrieked it aloudi Another 
peculiar torture was felt in the gaze of a new eye. When strangers 
looked curiously at the scarlet letter,—^and none ever failed to do 
so,—they branded it afresh into Hester’s soul; so that, oftentimes, 
she could scarcely refrain, yet always did refrain, from covering the 
symbol with her hand. But then, again, an accustomed eye had like¬ 
wise its own anguish to inflict. Its cool stare of familiarity was in¬ 
tolerable. From first to last, in shor^ Hester Piynne had always this 
dreadful agony in feeling a human eye upon the token; the spot 
never grew callous; it seemed, on the contrary, to grow more sensi¬ 
tive with daily torture. 

But sometimes, once in many days, or perchance in many months* 
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she felt an eye—a human eye—upon the ignominious brand, that 
seemed to give a momentary relief, as if half of her agony were 
shared. The next instant, back it all rush^ again, with still a deeper 
dirob of pain; for, in that brief interval, she had sinned anew. Had 
Hester sinned alone? 

Her imagination was somewhat afFected, and, had she been dt 
a softer moral and intellectual fibre, would have been still more so, 
by the strange and solitary anguish of her life. Walking to and 
fro, with those lonely footsteps, in the little world with which she 
was outwardly connected, it now and then appeared to Hester,—if 
altogether fancy, it was nevertheless too potent to be resisted,—she 
felt or fancied, then, that the scarlet letter had endowed her with a 
new sense. She shuddered to believe, yet could not help believing, 
that it ^ve her a sympathetic knowledge of the hidden sin in other 
hearts. She was terror-stricken by the revelations that were thus 
made. What were they? Could thc^ be other than the insidious 
whispers of the bad angel, who would fain have persuaded the 
struggling woman, as yet only half his victim, that the outward 
guise of purity was but a lie, and that, if truth were everywhere to 
be shown, a scarlet letter would blaze forth on many a bosom be¬ 
sides Hester Piynne’s? Or, must she receive those intimations—so 
obscure, yet so distinct—as truth? In all her miserable experience, 
there was nothing else so awful and so loathsome as this sense. It 
perploced, as well as shocked her, by the irreverent inopportuneness 
of the occasions that brought it into vivid action. Sometimes, the 
red infamy upon her breast would give a sympathetic throb, as she 
passed neat a venerable minister or magistrate, the model of piety 
and justice, to whom that age of antique reverence looked up, as to 
a mortal man in fellowship with angels. “What evil Uiing is at 
hand?" would Hester say to herself. Lifting her reluctant eyes, there 
would be nothing human within the scope of view, save the form 
of this earthly saint! Again, a mystic sisterhood would contuma> 
dously assert itself, as she met the sanctified frown of some matron, 
who, according to the rumor of all tongues, had kept cold snow 
within her bosom throughout life. That unsunned snow in the 
matron’s bosom, and the burning shame on Hester Prynne’s,->-what 
had the two in common? Or, once more, the electric thrill would 
give her warning,—“Behold, Hester, here is a companion!’’—and, 
looking up, she would detect the eyes of a young maiden glancing 
at the scarlet letter, shyly and aside, and quickly averted, with a 
feint, chill crimson in her cheeks; as if her purity were somewhat 
sullied by that momentary glanoe. O Fiend, whose talisman was that 
fetal symbol, wouldst thou leave nothing, whether in youdi or age, 
for this poor sinner to revere?—Sudi loss of faith is ever one of ^ 
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saddest results of sm. Be it accepted as a proof tliat aO was not 
corrupt in this poor victim of her own frailty, and man's hard law, 
tiiat Hester Piynne yet struggled to believe that no fellow-mortal 
was guilty like herself. 

The vulgar, who, in those dreary old times, were always contrib¬ 
uting a grotesque horror to what interested their imaginations, had 
a story about the scarlet letter which we might readily work up 
into a tenific legend. They averred, that the symbol was not mere 
scarlet cloth, tinged in an earthly dye-pot, but was red-hot with 
infernal fire, and could be seen glowing all alight, whenever Hester 
Prynne walked abroad in the night-time. And we must needs say, 
it seared Hester’s bosom so deeply, that perhaps there was more 
truth in the rumor than our modem incredulity may be inclined to 
admit. 


VI. Pearl 

We have as yet hardly spoken of the infant; that little creature, 
whose innocent life had sprung, by the inscratable decree of Provi¬ 
dence, a lovely and immortal flower, out of the rank luxuriance of 
a guilty passion. How strange it seemed to the sad woman, as she 
watch^ the growth, and the beauty that became every day more 
brilliant, and the intelligence that threw its quivering sunshine over 
the tiny features of this childl Her Pearl!—For so had Hester 
called her; not as a name expressive of her aspect, which had noth¬ 
ing of the calm, white, unimpassioned lustre that would be indi¬ 
cated by the comparison. But she named the infant ’Tearl,” as 
being of great price,—purchased with all she had,*^—^her mother’s 
only treasure! How strange, indeed! Man had marked this woman’s 
sin by a scarlet letter, which had such potent and disastrous efficacy 
that no human sympathy could reach her, save it were sinful like 
herself. God, as a direct consequence of the sin which man thus 
punished, had given her a lovely child, whose place was on that 
same dishonored bosom, to connect her parent for ever with the 
race and descent of mortals, and to be finally a blessed soul in 
heaven! Yet these thoughts affected Hester Pymne less with hope 
than apprehension. She knew that her deed had been evil; she 
could have no feith, therefore, that its result would be for good. 
Day after day, she looked fearfully into the child’s expanding nature; 

5. Cf. Matthew 13 : 45-46. the parable Pearl,'* the grievini father beholds his 
of the merchant who sells all that he lost daughter across the river of life, 
has to iNiichase "me pearl of gnat, the radiant "bride of Christ the Lamb." 
price." Xa the medieval aDegoiy, 
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ever dreading to detect some dark and wild peculiarity, that should 
correspond with the guiltiness to which she owed her being. 

Certainly, there was no physical defect. By its perfect shape, its 
vigor, and its natural dexterity in the use of all its untried l|jmbs, 
the infant was worthy to have been brought forth in Eden; worthy 
to have been left there, to be the plaything of the angels, after the 
world’s first parents were driven out. The child had a native grace 
which does not invariably coexist with faultless beauty; its attire, 
however simple, always impressed the beholder as if it were the 
very garb that precisely became it best. But little Pearl was not clad 
in rustic weeds. Her mother, with a morbid purpose that may be 
better understood hereafter, had bought the richest tissues that 
could be procured, and allowed her imaginative faculty its full play 
in the arrangement and decoration of the dresses which the child 
wore, before the public eye. So magnificent was the small figure, 
when thus arrayed, and such was the splendor of Pearl’s own proper 
beauty, shining through the gorgeous robes which might have ex¬ 
tinguished a paler loveliness, that there was an absolute circle of 
radiance around her, on the darksome cottage-floor. And yet a russet 
gown, tom and soiled with the child’s mde play, made a picture of 
her just as perfect. Pearl’s aspect was imbued with a spell of infinite 
variety; in this one child there were many children, comprehending 
the full scope between the wild-flower prettiness of a peasant-baby, 
and the pomp, in little, of an infant princess. Throughout all, how¬ 
ever, there was a trait of passion, a certain depth of hue, which she 
never lost; and if, in any of her changes, she had grown fainter or 
paler, she would have ceased to be herself;—it would have been no 
longer Pearl! 

This outward mutability indicated, and did not more than fairly 
express, the various properties of her inner life. Her nature appeared 
to possess depth, too, as well as variety; but—or else Hester's fears 
deceived her—it lacked reference and adaptation to the world into 
which she was bom. The child could not be made amenable to mles. 
In giving her existence, a great law had been broken; and the result 
was a being, whose elements were perhaps beautiful and brilliant, 
but all in disorder; or with an order peculiar to themselves, amidst 
which the point of variety and arrangement was difficult or impos¬ 
sible to be discovered. Hester could only account for the child’s 
character—^and even then, most vaguely and imperfectly —hy re- 
calling what she herself had been, during that momentous period 
while Pearl was imbibing her soul from the spiritual world, and her 
bodily frame from its material of earth. The mother’s impassioned 
state had been the medium through which were transmitted to the 
unborn infant the rays of its moral life; and, however white and 
clear originally, they had taken the deep stains of q^son and 
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gold, the fiery lustre, the black shadow, and the untempered light, of 
the intervening substance. Above all, the warfare of Hester's spirit, 
at that epoch, was perpetuated in Pearl. She could recognize her 
Mvild, desperate, de^nt mood, the flightiness of her temper, and 
even some of the very cloud-shapes of gloom and despondency that 
had brooded in her heart. They were now illuminated by the morn¬ 
ing radiance of a young child's disposition, but, later in the day of 
earthly existence, might be prolific of the storm and whirlwind. 

The discipline of the family, in those days, was of a far more 
rigid kind than now. The frown, the harsh rebuke, the frequent 
application of the rod, enjoined by Scriptural authority,® were used, 
not merely in the way of punishment for actual offences, but as a 
wholesome regimen for the growth and promotion of all childish 
^virtues. Hester Prynne, nevertheless, the lonely mother of this one 
child, ran little risk of erring on the side of undue severity. Mindful, 
however, of her own errors and misfortunes, she early sought to 
impose a tender, but strict, control over the infant immortality that 
was committed to her charge. But the task was beyond her skill. 
After testing both smiles and frowns, and proving that neither mode 
of treatment possessed any calculable influence, Hester was ulti¬ 
mately compelled to stand aside, and permit the child to be swayed 
by her own impulses. Physical compulsion or restraint was effectual, 
of course, while it lasted. As to any other kind of discipline, whether 
addressed to her mind or heart, little Pearl might or might not be 
within its reach, in accordance with the caprice that ruled the 
moment. Her mother, while Pearl was yet an infant, grew ac¬ 
quainted with a certain peculiar look, that warned her when it 
would be labor thrown away to insist, persuade, or plead. It was a 
look so intelligent, yet inexplicable, so perverse, sometimes so ma¬ 
licious, but generally accompanied by a wild flow of spirits, that 
Hester could not help questioning, at such moments, whether 
Pearl was a human child. She seemed rather an airy sprite, which, 
after playing its fantastic sports for a little while upon the cottage- 
floor, would flit away with a mocking smile. Whenever that look 
appeared in her wild, bright, deeply black eyes, it invested her with 
a strange remoteness and intangibility; it was as if she were hover¬ 
ing in the air and might vanish, like a glimmering light that comes 
we know not whence, and goes we know not whither. Beholding it, 
Hester was constrained to rush towards the child,—^to pursue the 
little elf in the flight which she invariably began,—^to snatch her 
to her bosom, with a close pressure and earnest kisses,—^not so much 
from overflowing love, as to assure herself that Pearl was flesh and 
blood, and not utterly delusive. But Pearl’s laugh, when she was 

6. “He that spareth his rod hateth his son: but he that loveth him chasteneth 
him betimes” (Proverbs 13 : 24). 
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caught though full of merriment and music, made ha mother more 
doubthil than before. 

Heart-smitten at this bewildering and baffling spell, Uiat so 
often came between herself and her sole treasure, whom she had 
bought so dear, and who was all her world, Hester sometimes IniiSt 
into passionate tears. Then, perhaps,—^for Uiere was no foreseeing 
how it might affect her,—^Pearl would frown, and clench her little 
fist, and harden her small features into a stem, unsympathizing look 
of discontent. Not sddom, she would laugh anew, and louder than 
before, like a thing incapable and unintelligent of human sorrow. 
Or—but this more rarely happened—she would be convulsed with 
a rage of grief, and sob out her love for her mother, in broken words, 
and seem intent on proving that she had a heart, by breaking it. 
Yet Hester was hardly safe in confiding herself to that gusty tender¬ 
ness; it passed, as suddenly as it came. Brooding over all these mat¬ 
ters, the mother felt like one who has evoked a spirit, but, by some 
irregularity in the process of conjuration, has foiled to win the 
master-word that should control this new and incomprehensible 
intelligence. Her only real comfort was when the child lay in the 
placidity of sleep. Then she was sure of her, and tasted hours of 
quiet, sad, delicious happiness; until—^perhaps with that perverse 
expression glimmering from beneath her opening lids—litUe Pearl 
awokel 

How soon—^with what strange rapidity, indeed!—did Pearl arrive 
at an age that was capable of social intercourse, beyond the mother's 
ever-ready smile and nonsense-words! And then what a happiness 
would it have been, could Hester Prynne have heard her clear, 
bird-like voice mingling with the uproar of other childish voices, 
and have distinguished and unravelled her own darling's tones, 
amid all the entangled outcry of a group of sportive children! But 
this could never be. Pearl was a bom outcast of the infantile world. 
An imp of evil, emblem and product of sin, she had no right 
among christened infants. Nothing was mote remarkable than the 
instinct, as it seemed, with which the child comprehended her 
loneliness; the destiny that had drawn an inviolable circle round 
about her; the whole peculiarity, in short, of her position in respect 
to other children. Never, since her release from prison, had Hester 
met the public gaze without her. In all her walla about the town. 
Pearl, too, was there; first as the babe in arms, and afterwards as 
the little girl, small companion of her mother, holding a forefin^ 
with her whole grasp, and tripping along at the rate of three or 
four footsteps to one of Hester’s. She saw the children of the settle¬ 
ment, on the grassy margin of the street, or at the domestic thresh¬ 
olds, disporting themselves in sudi grim fashion as the Puritanic 
nurture would permit; playing at going to diurch, perdiance; or at 
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scourging Quakers; or taking scalps in a sham-fi^t witb the Indians; 
or scaring one another with freaks of imitative witchcraft. Pead 
saw» and gazed intently, but never sought to make acquaintance. If 
spoken to, she would not speak again. If the children gathered 
about her, as they sometimes did. Pearl would grow positively ter* 
rible in her puny wrath, snatching up stones to fling at them, with 
shrill, incoherent exclamations tlut made her mother tremble, be* 
cause they had so much the sound of a witch’s anathemas in some 
unknown tongue. 

The troth was, that the little Puritans, being of the most intol¬ 
erant brood that ever lived, had got a vague idea of something 
outlandish, unearthly, or at variance with ordinary fashions, in the 
mother and child; and therefore scorned them in their hearts, and 
not unfrequently reviled them with their tongues. Pearl felt the 
^timent, and requited it with the bitterest hatred that can be 
supposed to rankle in a childish bosom. These outbreaks of a fierce 
temper had a kind of value, and even comfort, for her mother; 
because there was at least an intelligible earnestness in the mood, 
instead of the fitful caprice that so often thwarted her in the child’s 
manifestations. It appalled her, nevertheless, to discern here, again, 
a shadowy reflection of the evil that had existed in herself. All this 
enmity and passion had Pearl inherited, by inalienable right, out 
of Hester’s heart. Mother and daughter sto(^ together in the same 
circle tof seclusion from human society; and in the nature of the 
child seemed to be perpetuated those unquiet elemenb that had 
distracted Hester Piynne before Pearl's birth, but had since b^un 
to be soothed away by the softening influences of maternity. 

At home, within and around her mother’s cottage. Pearl wanted 
not a wide and various circle of acquaintance. The spell of life went 
forth from her ever creative spirit, and communicated itself to a 
thousand objects, as a torch kindles a flame wherever it may be 
applied. The unlikeliest materials, a stick, a bunch of rags, a flower, 
were the puppets of Pearl’s witchcraft, and, without undergoing any 
outward change, became spiritually adapted to whatever drama 
occupied the stage of her inner world. Her one baby-voice served a 
multitude of imagina^ personages, old and young, to talk withal. 
The pine-trees, aged, black, and solemn, and flinging groans and 
other melancholy utterances on the breeze, needed little transforma¬ 
tion to figure as Puritan elders; the ugliest weeds of the garden were 
their children, whom Pearl smote down and uprooted, most un¬ 
mercifully. It was wonderful, the vast variety of forms into which 
she threw her intellect, with no continuity, indeed, but darting up 
and dancing, always in a state of preternatural activity,—soon sink¬ 
ing down, as if exhausted by so rapid and feverish a tide of life^ 

nd succeeded by other shapes of a similar wild energy. It was like 
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nothing so much as the phantasmagoric play of the northern ligjhts. 
In the mere exercise of the fancy, however, and the sportiveness of 
a growing mind, there might be little more than was observable in 
other children of bright faculties; except as Pearl, in the dearth of 
human playmates, was thrown more upon the visionary throng 
which she created. The singularity lay in the hostile feelings with 
which the child regarded all these offspring of her own heart and 
mind. She never created a friend, but seemed always to be sowing 
broadcast the dragon’s teeth, whence sprung a harvest of armed 
enemies, against whom she rushed to battle.*^ It was inexpressibly 
sad—then what depth of sorrow to a mother, who felt in her own 
heart the causel—to observe, in one so young, this constant recog¬ 
nition of an adverse world, and so fierce a training of the energies 
that were to make good her cause, in the contest that must ensue. 

Gazing at Pearl, Hester Prynne often dropped her work upon 
her knees, and cried out, with an agony which she would fain have 
hidden, but which made utterance for itself, betwixt speech and 
a groan,—“O Father in Heaven,—if Thou art still my Father,— 
what is this being which I have brought into the worldl” And Pearl, 
overhearing the ejaculation, or aware, through some more subtile 
channel, of those throbs of anguish, would turn her vivid and beau¬ 
tiful little face upon her mother, smile with sprite-like intelli^nc^ 
and resume her play. 

One peculiarity of the child’s deportment remains yet to be told. 
The very first thing which she had noticed, in her life, was—^what? 
—^not the mother’s smile, responding to it, as other babies do, by 
that foint, embryo smile of the little mouth, remembered so doubt¬ 
fully afterwards, and with such fond discussion whether it were in¬ 
deed a smile. By no meansl But that first object of which Pearl 
seemed to become aware was—shall we say it?—the scarlet letter 
on Hester's bosom I One day, as her mother stooped over the cradle, 
the infant’s eyes had been caught by the glimmering of the gold 
embroidery about the letter; and, putting up her little hand, she 
grasped at it, smiling, not doubtfully, but with a decided gleam 
that gave her face the look of a much older child. Then, gasping 
for breath, did Hester Prynne clutch the fatal token, instinctively 
endeavouring to tear it away; so infinite was the torture inflicted 
by the intelligent touch of Pearl’s baby-hand. Again, as if her 
mother’s agonized gesture were meant only to make sport for her, 
did little Pearl look into her eyes, and smilel From that epoch, 
except when the child was asleep, Hester had never felt a moment’s 
safety; not a moment’s calm enjoyment of her- Weeks, it is true, 

7. In the Greek myth, Cadmus sows the grow Into armed men, who fight eadi 
teeth of a dragon he has kiUcd; Um^ other until only five arc left. 
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would sometimes dapse; during which PearFs gaze might never 
once be fixed upon the scarlet letter, but then, again, it would 
come at unawares, like the stroke of sudden death, and always with 
that peculiar smile, and odd expression of the eyes. 

Once, this freakish, elvish cast came into the child's eyes, while 
Hester was looking at her own image in them, as mothers are fond 
of doing; and, suddenly,—^for women in solitude, and with troubled 
hearts, are pestered with unaccountable delusions,—she fancied that 
she beheld, not her own miniature portrait, but another face in 
the small black mirror of Pearl's eye. It was a face, fiend-like, full 
of smiling malice, yet bearing the semblance of features that she 
had known full well, though seldom with a smile, and never with 
malice, in them. It was as if an evil spirit possessed the child, and 
had just then peeped forth in mockery. Many a time afterwards had 
'Hester been tortured, though less vividly, by the same illusion. 

In the afternoon of a certain summer’s day, after Pearl grew big 
enough to run about, she amused herself with gathering handfuls 
of wild-flowers, and flinging them, one by one, at her mother’s 
bosom; dancing up and down, like a little elf, whenever she hit the 
scarlet letter, Hester’s first motion had been to cover her bosom 
with her clasped hands. But, whether from pride or resignation, or 
a filing that her penance might best be wrought out by this un¬ 
utterable pain, she resisted the impulse, and sat erect, pale as death, 
looking sadly into little Pearl’s wfld eyes. Still came the battery of 
flowers, almost invariably hitting the mark, and covering the moth¬ 
er’s breast with hurts for which she could find no balm in this 
world, nor knew how to seek it in another. At last, her shot being 
all expended, the child stood still and gazed at Hester, with that 
little, laughing image of a fiend peeping out—or, whether it peeped 
or no, her mother so imagined it—from the unsearchable abyss of 
her black eyes. 

*'Child, what art thou?" cried the mother. 

"O, I am your little Pearll" answered the child. 

But, while she said it. Pearl laughed and began to dance up and 
down, with the humorsome gesticulation of a little imp, whose next 
freak might be to fly up the chimney. 

"Art thou my child, in very truth?” asked Hester. 

Nor did she put the question altogether idly, but, for the mo¬ 
ment, with a portion of genuine earnestness; for, such was Pearl’s 
wonderful intelligence, that her mother half doubted whether she 
were not acquainted with the secret spell of her existence, and 
might not now reveal herself. 

"Yes; I am little Pearll’* repeated the child, continuing her antics. 

**Thou art not my childl Thou art no Pearl of mine!" said the 
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mother, half playfully; for it was often the case that a sportive im¬ 
pulse came over her, in the midst of her deepest suffering. 'Tell 
m^ then, what thou ar^ and who sent thee hither?” 

'Tell me, motherr said the child, seriously, coming up to Hester, 
and pressing herself close to her knees. "Do thou tell mef” 

"Thy Heavenly Father sent theel” answered Hester Piynne. * 
But she said it with a hesitation that did not escape the acuteness 
of the child. Whether moved only by her ordinary freakishness, or 
because an evil spirit prompted her, she put up her small forefinger, 
and touched the scarlet letter. 

**He did not send mel” cried she, positively. "I have no Heavenly 
Fatherl" 

"Hush, Pearl, hushi Thou must not talk so!” answered the 
mother, suppressing a groan. "He sent us all into this world. He 
sent even me, thy mother. Then, much more, thee! Or, if not,* 
thou strange and elfish child, whence didst thou come?” 

'Tell mel Tell me!” repeated Pearl, no longer seriously, but 
laughing, and capering about the floor, "It is thou that must tell 
mel” 

But Hester could not resolve the query, being herself in a dismal 
]ab 3 mnth of doubt. She remembered—^betwixt a smile and a shudder 
—^the talk of the neighbouring townspeople; who, seeking vainly 
elsewhere for the child’s paternity, and observing some of her odd 
attributes, had given out that poor little Pearl was a demon off¬ 
spring;® such as, ever since old Catholic times, had occasionally been 
seen on earth, through the agency of their mothers’ sin, and to 
promote some foul and wicked purpose. Luther,® according to the 
scandal of his monkish enemies, was a brat of that hellish breed; 
nor was Pearl the only child to whom this inauspicious origin was 
assigned, among the New England Puritans. 


VII. The Governor's HuH 

Hester Prynne went, one day, to the mansion of Governor Bel¬ 
lingham, with a pair of gloves, which she had fringed and em¬ 
broidered to his order, and which were to be worn on some great 
occasion of state; for, though the chances of a popular election had 
caused this former ruler to descend a step or two from the highest 
rank, he still held an honorable and influential place among the 


8. One of the superstitions of witch¬ 
craft, briefly sanctioned by the medieval 
Church and by the Puriuns, held that 
evil spirits, “incubi" and “succubl,” 
befot, upon sleeping persons, cbildrea 


prone by nature to wildncM. 

9. Martin Luther (1483-1546). father 
of the Reformation in Germany, 
preached the doctrine of salvation by 
faith rather than by works. 
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colonial magistracy.^ 

Anot^a and far more important reason than Ae <^veiy of a 
pair of embroidered gloves impelled Hester, at this time, to se^ 
an interview with a personage of so much power and activity in 
the affairs of the settlement. It bad reached her ear^ that thoe 
was a design on the part of some of the leading inhabitants, cher* 
ishing the more rigid order of principles in religion and government 
to deprive her of her child. On the supposition that Pearl, as al* 
ready hinted, was of demon origin, these good people not unreason¬ 
ably argued that a Christian interest in the mother’s soul requited 
them to remove such a stumbling-block from her path. If the chfld, 
on the other hand, were really capable of moral and religious growth, 
and possessed the elements of ultimate salvation, then, surely, it 
^uld enjoy all the fairer prospect of these advantages by being 
transferred to wiser and better guardianship than Hester Prynne’s. 
Among those who promoted the design. Governor Bellingham was 
said to be one of the most busy. It may appear singular, and, indeed, 
not a little ludicrous, that an affair of this kind, which, in later 
days, would have been referred to no higher jurisdiction than that 
of the selectmen of the town, should then have been a question 
publicly discussed, and on which statesmen of eminence took sides. 
At that epoch of pristine simplicity, however, matters of even 
slighter public interest, and of far less intrinsic weight than the 
welfare of Hester and her child, were strangely mixed up with the 
deliberations of legislators and acts of state. The period was hardly, 
if at all, earlier than that of our story, when a dispute concerning 
the right of property in a pig, not only caused a fierce and bitter 
contest in the legislative My of the colony, but resulted in an 
important modification of the framework itself of the legislature. 

Full of concern, therefore,—^but so conscious of her own right, 
that it seemed scarcely an unequal match between the public, on 
the one side, and a lonely woman, backed by the sympathies of 
luture, on the other,—Hester Prynne set forth from her solitary 
cottage. Little Pearl, of course, was her companion. She was now 
of an age to run lightly along by her mother’s side, and, constantly 
in motion from mom till sunset, could have accomplished a much 
longer journey than that before her. Often, nevertheless, more from 
caprice than necessity, she demanded to be taken up in arms, but 
was soon as imperious to be set down again, and frisked onward 
before Hester on the grassy pathway, with many a harmless trip 

1. Is the q>ring of 1642 Governor sieisvhile lervina u mai^trate or 
Belllngheni wu ending the term ^to dqNity governor. The date of (he pree- 
which he hnd been elected in 1641. lie ent episode is. 164S, when Pearl was 
was not redected governor until 16S4, three. 
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and tumble. We have spoken of Pearl’s rich and luxuriant beauty; 
a beauty that shone with deep and vivid tints; a bright complexion, 
eyes possessing intensity both of depth and ^ow, and hair already 
of a deep, glossy brown, and which, in after yeara, would be nearly 
akin to black. Iliere was fire in her and throughout her; she seemed 
the unpremeditated offshoot of a passionate moment. Her motHbr, 
in contriving the child’s garb, had allowed the gorgeous tendencies 
of her imagination their full play; arraying her in a crimson velvet 
tunic, of a peculiar cut, abundantly embroidered with fantasies and 
flourishes of gold thread. So much strength of coloring, which must 
have given a wan and pallid aspect to cheeks of a fainter bloom, 
was admirably adapted to Pearl’s beauty, and made her the very 
brightest little jet of flame that ever danced upon the earth. 

But it was a remarkable attribute of this garb, and, indeed, of 
the child’s whole appearance, that it irresistibly and inevitably re> 
minded the beholder of the token which Hester Prynne was doomed 
to wear upon her bosom. It was the scarlet letter in another form; 
the scarlet letter endowed with lifel The mother herself—as if the 
red ignominy were so deeply scorched into her brain, that all her 
conceptions assumed its form—had carefully wrought out the simili¬ 
tude; lavishing many hours of morbid ingenuity, to create an analogy 
between the object of her affection, and the emblem of her guilt 
and torture. But, in truth, Pearl was the one, as well as the other; 
and only in consequence of that identity had Hester contrived so 
perfectly to represent the scarlet letter in her appearance. 

As the two wayfarers came within the precincts of the town, the 
chfldren of the Puritans looked up from their play,—or what passed 
for play with those sombre little urchins,—^and spake gravely one to 
another:— 

’^Behold, verily, there is the woman of the scarlet letter; and, of 
a truth, moreover, there is the likeness of the scarlet letter running 
along by her side! Come, therefore, and let us fling mud at theml” 
But Pearl, who was a dauntless child, after frowning, stamping 
her foot, and shaking her little hand with a variety of threatening 
gestures, suddenly made a rush at the knot of her enemies, and put 
them all to flight. She resembled, in her fierce pursuit of them, an 
infant pestilence,—the scarlet fever, or some such half-fledged angel 
of judgment,—^whose mission was to punish the sins of the rising 
generation. She screamed and shouted, too, with a terrific volume 
of sound, which doubtless caused the hearts of the fugitives to quake 
within them. The victory accomplished. Pearl returned quietly to 
her mother, and looked up smilidg into her face. 

Without further adventure, they reached the dwelling of Gov¬ 
ernor Bellingham. This was a large wooden house, built in a fashion 
of which there are specimens still extant in the streets of our elder 
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towns; now moss-grown, crumbling to decay, and melancholy at 
heart with the many sorrowful or joyful occurrences remembered or 
forgotten, that have happened, and passed away, within their dusky 
chambers. Then, however, there was the freshness of the passing 
year on its exterior, and the cheerfulness, gleaming forth from the 
sunny windows, of a human habitation into which death had never 
entered. It had indeed a very cheery aspect; the walls being over¬ 
spread with a kind of stucco, in which fragments of broken glass 
were plentifully intermixed; so that, when the sunshine fell aslant- 
wise over the front of the edifice, it glittered and sparkled as if 
diamonds had been flung against it by the double handful. The 
brilliancy might have befitted Aladdin's palace, rather than the 
mansion of a grave old Puritan ruler. It was further decorated with 
strange and seemingly cabalistic figures and diagrams, suitable to 
the quaint taste of the age, which had been drawn in the stucco 
when newly laid on, and had now grown hard and durable, for the 
admiration of after times. 

Pearl, looking at this bright wonder of a house, began to caper 
and dance, and imperatively reouired that the whole breadth of sun¬ 
shine should be stripped off its front, and given her to play with. 

"No, my little Pearll" said her mother. “Thou must gather thine 
own sunshine. I have none to give thee!" 

They approached the door; which was of an arched form, and 
flanked on each side by a nanow tower or projection of the edifice, 
in both of which were lattice-windows, with wooden shutters to 
close over them at need. Lifting the iron hammer that hung at the 
portal, Hester Prynne gave a summons, which was answered by one 
of the Governor’s bond-servants; a free-born Englishman, but now 
a seven years’ slave. During that term he was to be the property of 
his master, and as much a commodity of bargain and sale as an 
ox, or a joint-stool. The serf wore the blue coat, which was the 
customary garb of serving-men at that period, and long before, in 
the old hereditary halls of England. 

“Is the worshipful Governor Bellingham within?” inquired 
Hester. 

“Yea, forsooth,” replied the bond-servant, staring with wide-open 
eyes at the scarlet letter, which, being a new-comer in the country, 
he had never before seen. “Yea, his honorable worship is within. But 
he hath a godly minister or two with him, and likewise a leech. Ye 
may not see his worship now.” 

“Nevertheless, I will enter,” answered Hater Prynne; and the 
bond'Servant, perhaps judging from the decision of her air and the 
glittering symbol in her bosom, that she was a great lady in the 
land, offered no opposition. 

So the mother and little Pearl were admitted into tlw hall of 
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entrance. With many vaxiations» suggested by the nature <rf hii 
building'materials, diversity of climate, and a different m^e of 
social life, Governor Bellingham had planned his new habitation 
after the residences of gentlemen of fair estate in his native land. 
Here, then, was a wide and reasonably lofty hall, extending throi^ 
the whole depth of the house, and forming a medium of general 
communication, more or less directly, with all the other apartments. 
At one extremity, this spacious room was lighted by the windows 
of the tw^ towers, which formed a small recess on either side of 
the portal. At the other end, though partly muffled by a curtain, it 
was more powerfully illuminated by one of those embowed hall- 
windows which we read of in old books, and which was provided 
with a deep and cushioned seat. Here, on the cushion, lay a folio 
tome, probably of the Chronicles of England,^ or other such su^ 
stantial literature even as, in our own days, we scatter gilded vol¬ 
umes on the centre-table, to be turned over by the casual guest. The 
furniture of the hall consisted of some ponderous chairs, the backs 
of which were elaborately carved with wreaths of oaken flowers; 
and likewise a table in the same taste; the whole being of the 
Elizabethan age, or perhaps earlier, and heirlooms, transferred hither 
from the Governor’s paternal home. On the table—in token that 
the sentiment of old English hospitality had not been left behind 
—stood a large pewter tankard, at the bottom of which, had Hester 
or Pearl peeped into it, they might have seen the frothy remnant 
of a recent draught of ale. 

On the wall hung a row of portraits, representing the forefathers 
of the Bellingham lineage, some with armour on their breasts, and 
others with stately ruffs and robes of peace. All were characterized 
by the sternness and severity which old portraits so invariably put 
on; as if they were the ghosts, rather than the pictures, of departed 
worthies, and were gazing with harsh and intolerant criticism at 
the pursuits and enjoyments of living men. 

At about the centre of the oaken panels, that lined the hall, was 
suspended a suit of mail, not, like the pictures, an ancestral relic, 
but of the most modem date; for it had been manufactured by a 
skilful armorer in London, the same year in which Governor Belling¬ 
ham came over to New England, lliere was a steel head-piece, a 
cuirass, a gorget, and greaves, with a pair of gauntlets and a sword 
hanging beneath; all, and especially the helmet and breastplate, so 
highly burnished as to glow with white radiance, and scatter an 
illumination everywhere about upon the floor. This bright panoply 
was not meant for mete idle show, but had been worn by the Gw- 
emor on many a solemn muster and training field, and had gjit- 

2. Ra p lm e l Holinshed’s Ckromklet 0 / a popvlar historical conpOatioa; Shaha- 
emgitmd, SfU^md, tmd IrtUmd (1577), ipeaia aaad it as a aoaico bodk. 
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teicd, moreover, at the head of a regiment in the Pequod war * For, 
though bred a lawyer, and accustomed to speak of Bacon, Ck)kev 
Noye, and Finch,^ as his professional associates, the exigencies of 
this new country had transformed Governor Bellingham into a 
soldier, as well as a statesman and ruler. 

Little Pearl—^who was as greatly pleased with the gleaming ar¬ 
mour as she had been with the glittering frontispiece of the house 
—spent some time looking into the polished mirror of the breast¬ 
plate. 

“Mother," cried she, “I see you here. Look! LookI" 

Hester looked, by way of humoring the child; and she saw that, 
owing to the peculiar effect of this convex mirror, the scarlet let¬ 
ter was represented in exaggerated and gigantic proportions, so as 
tp be greatly the most prominent feature of her appearance. In 
truth, she seemed absolutely hidden behind it. Pearl pointed up¬ 
ward, also, at a similar picture in the head-piece; smiling at her 
mother, with the elfish intelligence that was so familiar an ex¬ 
pression on her small physiognomy. That look of naughty merri¬ 
ment was likewise reflected in the mirror, with so much breadth 
and intensity of effect, that it made Hester Prynne feel as if it could 
not be the image of her own child, but of an imp who was seeking 
to mould itself into Pearl's shape. 

“Come along, Pearll" said she, drawing her away. “Come and 
look into this fair garden. It may be, we shall see flowers ther^ 
more beautiful ones than we find in the woods." 

Pearl, accordingly, ran to the bow-window, at the farther end 
of the hall, and looked along the vista of a garden-walk, carpeted 
with closely shaven grass, and bordered with some rude and im¬ 
mature attempt at shrubbery. But the proprietor appeared already 
to have relinquished, as hopeless, the effort to perpetuate on this 
side of the Atlantic, in a hard soil and amid the close struggle for 
subsistence, the native English taste for ornamental gardening. Cab¬ 
bages grew in plain sight; and a pumpkin vine, rooted at some dis¬ 
tance, had run across the intervening space, and deposited one of its 
gigantic products directly beneath the hall-windows; as if to warn the 
Governor that this great lump of vegetable gold was as rich an 
ornament as New England earth would offer him. There were a few 


3. The Pequots, an Algonquian tribe of 
about 3.000 Indians, controlled eastern 
Connecticut, menac^ British settle¬ 
ments, and were finally crushed by 
British forces in 1637, after Beiling- 
ham first arrived. 

4. Francis Bacon (1361-1626), a lord 
chancellor of England, formulated the 
new inductive science. Sir Edward Coke 
(15S2-1634), parliamentarian and jur¬ 


ist, strengthened the common law, 
served as lord chief justice, and pub¬ 
lished the classic Reports and Insti¬ 
tutes. William No>e (1577-1634), wri¬ 
ter of legal commentaries, was appointed 
attorney general in 1631. Sir John 
Finch (1584-1660), baron of Ford- 
wich, in his stormy career served as 
king’s counsel, as Speaker of the House 
of Commons, and as a chief justice. 
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rose-bushes, however, and a number of apple-trees, probably the 
descendants of those planted by the Reverend Mr. Blackstone,^ 
the first settler of the peninsula; that half mythological personage 
who rides through our early annals, seated on the back of a bull. 

Pearl, seeing the rose-bushes, began to cry for a red rose, a^d 
would not be pacified. 

''Hush, child, hush I" said her mother earnestly. "Do not cry, 
dear little Pearl! I hear voices in the garden. The Governor is com¬ 
ing, and gentlemen along with him!" 

In fact, adown the vista of the garden-avenue, a number of per¬ 
sons were seen approaching towards the house. Pearl, in utter scorn 
of her mother's attempt to quiet her, gave an eldritch scream, and 
then became silent; not from any notion of obedience, but because 
the quick and mobile curiosity of her disposition was excited by the 
appearance of these new personages. 


VJII. The Elf-child and the Minister 


Governor Bellingham, in a loose gown and easy cap,—such as 
elderly gentlemen loved to indue themselves with, in their domestic 
privacy,—walked foremost, and appeared to be showing off his es¬ 
tate, and expatiating on his projected improvements. The wide cir¬ 
cumference of an elaborate ruff, beneath his gray beard, in the 
antiquated fashion of King James’s reign, caused his head to look 
not a little like that of John the Baptist in a charger.® The impres¬ 
sion made by his aspect, so rigid and severe, and frost-bitten with 
more than autumnal age, was hardly in keeping with the appliances 
of worldly enjoyment wherewith he had evidently done his utmost 
to sunound himself. But it is an error to suppose that our grave 
forefathers—though accustomed to speak and think of human ex¬ 
istence as a state merely of trial and warfare, and though unfeignedly 
prepared to sacrifice goods and life at the behest of duty—made it 
a matter of conscience to reject such means of comfort, or even 
luxury, as lay fairly within their grasp. This creed was never taught, 
for instance, by the venerable pastor, John Wilson,’ whose beard, 
white as a snow-drift, was seen over Governor Bellingham's shoul¬ 
der; while its wearer suggested that pears and peaches might yet be 
naturalized in the New England climate, and that purple grapes 


S. Blackstone, reputedly the first white 
settler near Boston, an Anglican, rode 
off to join the Indians soon after the 
Puritans, whom he disliked, arrived. 
The allusion to Blackstone, who rode a 
pagan bull and planted apples and 
roses, contributes to a suggestion of the 
Gardim of Eden in these last para¬ 
graphs. Pearl cries for “a red rose" 
(omabol of passion and lecalling the for¬ 


bidden fruit), but then her mother 
hears “voices in the garden,” reminis¬ 
cent of “the voice of the Lord God 
walking in the Garden.” C/. Genesis ii: 
16-17 and Hi: 6-8. 

6. See Mark 6 : 6-28. A “charger” is a 
platter. 

7. The following comment on Puritan 
social life, then unconventional, is now 
verified by scbolarsbip. 
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might possibly be compelled to flourish, against the sunny garden- 
wall. The old clergyman, nurtured at the rich bosom of the English 
Church, had a long established and legitimate taste for all good 
and comfortable things; and however stem he might show himself 
in the pulpit, or in his public reproof of such transgressions as that 
of Hester Prynne, still, the genial benevolence of his private life 
had won him warmer affection than was accorded to any of his pro¬ 
fessional contemporaries. 

Behind the Governor and Mr. Wilson came two other guests; 
one, the Reverend Arthur Dimmesdale, whom the reader may re¬ 
member, as having taken a brief and reluctant part in the scene of 
Hester Prynne’s disgrace; and, in close companionship with him, 
old Roger Chillingworth, a person of great skill in physic, who, for 
two or three years past, had been settled in the town. It was under¬ 
stood that this learned man was the physician as well as friend of 
the young minister, whose health had severely suffered, of late, by 
his too unreserved self-sacrifice to the labors and duties of the pas¬ 
toral relation. 

The Governor, in advance of his visitors, ascended one or two 
steps, and, throwing open the leaves of the great hall window, 
found himself close to little Pearl. The shadow of the curtain fell 
on Hester Prynne, and partially concealed her. 

“What have we here?” said Governor Bellingham, looking widi 
surprise at the scarlet little figure before him. “I profess, 1 have 
never seen the like, since my days of vanity, in old King James's 
time, when I was wont to esteem it a high favor to be admitted to 
a court mask! There used to be a swarm of these small apparitions, 
in holiday-time; and we called them children of the Lord of Mis- 
rule.B But how gat such a guest into my hall?” 

“Ay, indeed!” cried good old Mr. Wilson. “What little bird of 
scarlet plumage may this be? Methinks I have seen just such fig¬ 
ures, when the sun has been shining through a richly paint^ 
window, and tracing out the golden and crimson images across 
the floor. But that was in the old land.® Prithee, young one, who 
art thou, and what has ailed thy mother to bedizen thee in this 
strange fashion? Art thou a Christian child,—ha? Dost know thy 
catechism? Or art thou one of those naughty elfs or fairies, whom 
we thought to have left behind us, with other relics of Papistry, in 
merry old England?” 

“I am mother's diild,” answered the scarlet vision, “and my name 
is Pearll” 

“Pearl?—Ruby, rather!—or Coral!—or Red Ros^ at the very 

8. The master of the revels in medieval had found offenae in the stained ^au 

Christmas celebratioos, often abetted by and “graven images” of churcbes and 
juvenile pranksters. cathedrals. 

9. That is. England, where the Puritans 
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least, judging from thy huet” responded the old minister, putting 
forth his hand in a vain attempt to pat little Pearl on the cheek. 
“But where is this mother of thine? Ahl I see,'* he added; and, 
turning to Governor Bellingham, whispered,—“This is the self* 
same child of whom we have held speech together; and behold Here 
the unhappy woman, Hester Prynne, her motherl" 

“Sayest thou so?’’ cried the Governor, “Nay, we might have 
judged that such a child’s mother must needs be a scarlet woman, 
and a worthy type of her of Babylon!^ But she comes at a good 
time; and we will look into this matter forthwith.’’ 

Governor Bellingham stepped through the window into the hall, 
followed by his three guests. 

“Hester Prynne,’’ said he, fixing his naturally stem regard on 
the wearer of the scarlet letter, “there hath bera much question 
concerning thee, of late. The point hath been weightily discussed, 
whether we, that are of authority and influence, do well discharge 
oui consciences by trusting an immortal soul, such as there is in 
yonder child, to the guidance of one who hath stumbled and fallen, 
amid the pitfalls of this world. Speak thou, the child’s own motherl 
Were it not, thinkest thou, for thy little one’s temporal and eternal 
welfare, that she be taken out of thy charge, and clad soberly, and 
disciplined strictly, and instructed in the truths of heaven and 
earth? What canst thou do for the child, in this kind?’’ 

“I can teach my little Pearl what I have learned from thisl’’ an¬ 
swered Hester Prynne, laying her finger on the red token. 

“Woman, it is thy badge of shamel’’ replied the stern magistrate. 
“It is because of the stain which that letter indicates, that we 
would transfer thy child to other hands.’’ 

“Nevertheless,’’ said the mother calmly, though growing more 
pale, “this badge hath taught me,—^it daily teaches me,^—it is teach¬ 
ing me at this moment,—^lessons whereof my child may be the wiser 
and better, albeit they can profit nothing to myself.’’ 

“We will judge warily,’’ said Bellingham, “and look well what we 
are about to do. Good Master Wilson, I pray you, examine this 
Pearl,—since that is her name,—^and see whether she hath had 
such Christian nurture as befits a child of her age.’* 

The old minister seated himself in an arm-chair, and made an 
e£Fort to draw Pearl betwixt his knees. But the child, unaccustomed 
to the touch or familiarity of any but her mother, escaped through 
the open window and stood on the upper step, looking like a wild, 
tropical bird, of rich plumage, ready to take flight into the upper 

1. The “scarlet woman” and “the whore matioa, originated in Revdation 
of BdiyloB,” terms of opprobrium for 18 : 1-5, denouncing ancient Babylon 
the Oitholk Church during the Refer* for its dissipaUons and idolatiy. 
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air. Mr. Wilson, not a little astonished at this outbieak,>~for he 
was a giandhitherly sort of personage, and usually a vast favorite 
with children,—essayed, however, to proceed with the examination. 

'Tearl,'* said he, with great solemnity, ‘*thou must take heed to. 
instruction, that so, in due season, thou mayest wear in thy bosom 
the pearl of great price. Canst thou tell me, my child, who made 

theeV’ 

Now Pearl knew well enough who made her; for Hester Ptynne, 
the daughter of a pious home, very soon after her talk with the 
child about her Heavenly Father, had begun to inform her of those 
truths which the human spirit, at whatever stage of immaturity, im¬ 
bibes with such eager interest. Pearl, therefore; so large were the 
attainments of her three years' lifetime, could have borne a &ir 
examination in the New England Primer, or the first column of 
the Westminster Catechism,^ although unacquainted with the out¬ 
ward form of either of those celebrated works. But that perversity, 
which all children have more or less of, and of which little Pearl 
had a tenfold portion, now, at the most inopportune moment, took 
thorough possession of her, and closed her lips, or impelled her to 
speak words amiss. After putting her finger in her mouth, with many 
ungracious refusals to answer good Mr. Wilson's question, the child 
finally announced that she had not been made at all, but had been 
plucked by her mother off the bush of wild roses, that grew by the 
prison-door. 

This fantasy was probably suggested by the near proximity of 
the Governor's red roses, as Pearl stood outside of the window; 
together with her recollection of the prison rose-bush, which she 
had passed in coming hither. 

Old Roger Chillingworth, with a smile on his face, whispered 
something in the young clergyman's ear. Hester Piynne looked 
at the man of skill, and even then, with her fate hanging in the 
balance, was startled to perceive what a change had come over hJs 
futures,—how much uglier they were,—how his dark complexion 
seemed to have grown duskier, and his figure more misshapen,— 
since the days when she had familiarly Imown him. She met his 
eyes for an instant, but was immediately constrained to give all her 
attention to the scene now going forward. 

"Tliis is awfull" aied the Governor, slowly recovering from the 

2. The New Ettfiatid Primer (ca. 1683) the theology of Joho Calvin (ISOV- 
taught the alphabet by means of 1564) foraolalcd by the Westminster 
didactic woodcuts and rhymes on Bibli* Confession (1645^1647) for the Eng- 
cid characters and doctrine. The lish churches, principally Presbyterian 
"Lonfler" and “Shorter” WestmintUr and Congregational, but accepted by 
Cetedum, adopted at Edinburgh in other Puritan sects. 

1641^ taught by questitm and answer 



84 * The Scarlet Letter 

astonishment into which Pearl's response had thrown him. "Here 
is a child of three years old, and she cannot tell who made her! 
Without question, she is equally in the dark as to her soul, its 
present depravity, and future destinyl Methinks, gentlemen, we need 
inquire no further.” 

Hester caught hold of Pearl, and drew her forcibly into her 
arms, confronting the old Puritan magistrate with almost a fierce 
expression. Alone in the world, cast off by it, and with this sole 
treasure to keep her heart alive, she felt that she possessed in¬ 
defeasible rights against the world, and was ready to defend them 
to the death. 

"God gave me the child!” cried she. "He gave her, in requital 
of all things else, which ye had taken from me. She is my happi¬ 
ness!—she is my torture, none the less! Pearl keeps me here in 
life! Pearl punishes me too! See ye not, she is the scarlet letter, only 
capable of being loved, and so endowed with a million-fold the 
power of retribution for my sin? Ye shall not take her! I will die 
first!” 

"My poor woman,” said the not unkind old minister, "the child 
shall be well cared for!—far better than thou canst do it.” 

"God gave her into my keeping,” repeated Hester Prynne, raising 
her voice almost to a shriek. “I will not give her up!”—^And here, 
by a sudden impulse, she turned to the young clergyman, Mr. Dim- 
mesdale, at whom, up to this moment, she had seemed hardly so 
much as once to direct her eyes.—"Speak thou for me!” cried she. 
"Thou wast my pastor, and hadst charge of my soul, and knowest 
me better than these men can. I will not lose the child! Speak for 
me! Thou knowest,—for thou hast sympathies which these men 
lack!—thou knowest what is in my heart, and what are a mother's 
rights, and how much the stronger they are, when that mother 
has but her child and the scarlet letter! Look thou to it! I will not 
lose the child! Look to it!” 

At this wild and singular appeal, which indicated that Hester 
Prynne's situation had provoked her to little less than madness, the 
young minister at once came forward, pale, and holding his hand 
over his heart, as was his custom whenever his peculiarly nervous 
temperament was thrown into agitation. He looked now more care¬ 
worn and emaciated than as we described him at the scene of 
Hester’s public ignominy; and whether it were his failing health, or 
whatever the cause might be, his large dark eyes had a world of 
pain in their troubled and melancholy depth. 

"There is truth in what she says,” began the minister, with a 
voice sweet, tremulous, but powerful, insomuch that the hall 
reechoed, and the hollow armour rang with it—'“truth in what 



The Elf-ChUd and the Minister • 8S 

Hester says, and in the feeling which inspires her! God gave her 
the child, and gave her, too, an instinctive knowledge of its nature 
and requirements,—^both seemin^y so peculiar,—^which no other 
mortal being can possess. And, moreover, is there not a quality of 
awful saaedness in the relations between this mother and this 
child?" 

"Ayl—how is that, good Master Dimmesdale?" interrupted the 
Governor. "Make that plain, 1 pray youl" 

"It must be even so,” resumed the minister. "For, if we deem it 
otherwise, do we not thereby say that the Heavenly Father, the 
Creator of all flesh, hath lightly recognized a deed of sin, and made 
of no account the distinction between unhallowed lust and holy 
love? This child of its father’s guilt and its mother’s shame hath 
come from the hand of God, to work in many ways upon her heart, 
who pleads so earnestly, and with such bitterness of spirit, the right 
to keep her. It was meant for a blessing; for the one blessing of her 
life! It was meant, doubtless, as the mother herself hath told us, for 
a retribution too; a torture, to be felt at many an unthought of 
moment; a pang, a sting, an ever-recurring agony, in the midst of a 
troubled joy! Hath she not expressed this thought in the garb of the 
poor child, so forcibly reminding us of that red symbol which sears 
her bosom?" 

"Well said, againl" cried good Mr. Wilson. "I feared the woman 
had no better thought than to make a mountebank of her childl" 

"O, not so!—not so!" continued Mr. Dimmesdale. "She recog¬ 
nizes, believe me, the solemn miracle which God hath wrought, in 
the existence of that child. And may she feel, too,—^what, methinks, 
is the very truth,—that this boon was meant, above all things else, 
to keep the mother’s soul alive, and to preserve her from blacker 
depths of sin into which Satan might else have sought to plunge 
her! Therefore it is good for this poor, sinful woman that she hath 
an infant immortality, a being capable of eternal joy or sorrow, con¬ 
fided to her care,—to be trained up by her to righteousness,—to re¬ 
mind her, at every moment, of her fall,—but yet to teach her, as it 
were by the Creator’s sacred pledge, that, if she bring the child to 
heaven, the child also will bring its parent thither! Herein is the 
sinful mother happier than the sinful father. For Hester Prynne’s 
sake, then, and no less for the poor child’s sake, let us leave them 
as Providence hath seen fit to place them!" 

"You speak, my friend, with a strange earnestness," said old 
Roger Chillingworth, smiling at him. 

"And there is weighty import in what my young brother hath 
spoken," added the Reverend Mr. Wilson. "What say you, wor¬ 
shipful Master Bellingham? Hath he not pleaded well for the poor 
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ytamzn?** 

**Indeed hath he,” answered the magistrate, "and hath adduced 
such arguments, that we will even leave the matter as it now stands; 
so long, at least, as there shall be no further scandal in the woman. 
Care must be had, nevertheless, to put the child to due and stated 
examination in the catechism at thy hands or Master Dimmesddle’s. 
Moreover, at a proper season, the tithing-men* must take heed 
that she go both to school and to meeting.” 

The young minister, on ceasing to speak, had withdrawn a few 
steps from the group, and stood with his face partially concealed in 
the heavy folds of the window-curtain; while the shadow of his 
figure, which the sunlight cast upon the floor, was tremulous with 
the vehemence of his appeal. Pearl, that wild and flighty little elf, 
stole softly towards him, and, taking his hand in the grasp of both 
her own, laid her cheek against it; a caress so tender, and withal so 
unobtrusive, that her mother, who was looking on, asked herself,— 
“Is that my Pearl?” Yet she knew that there was love in the 
child’s heart, although it mostly revealed itself in passion, and hardly 
twice in her lifetime had been softened by such gentleness as now. 
The minister,— for, save the long-sought regards of woman, nothing 
is sweeter than these marks of childish preference, accorded spon¬ 
taneously by a spiritual instinct, and therefore seeming to imply 
in us something truly worthy to be loved,—the minister looked 
round, laid his hand on the child’s head, hesitated an instant^ and 
then kissed her brow. Little Pearl’s unwonted mood of sentiment 
lasted no longer; she laughed, and went capering down the hall, 
so airily, that old Mr. Wilson raised a question whether even her 
tiptoes touched the floor. 

“The little baggage hath witchcraft in her, I profess,” said he to 
Mr. Dimmesdale. “She needs no old woman’s broomstick to fly 
withall” 

“A strange childl” remarked old Roger Chillingworth. “It is easy 
to see the mother's part in her. Would it be beyond a philosopher's 
research, think ye, gentlemen, to analyze that child’s nature, and, 
from its make and mould, to give a shrewd guess at the father?” 

“Nay; it would be sinful, in such a question, to follow the clew 
of profene philosophy,” said Mr. Wilson. “Better to fast and pray 
upon it; and still ^tter, it may be, to leave the mystery as we find 
it, unless Providence reveal it of its own accord. Thereby, every good 
Christian man hath a title to show a father’s kindness towards the 
poor, deserted babe.” 

The affair being so satisfactorily concluded, Hester Prynne, with 
Pearl, departed feom the house. As they descended the steps, it is 

I. Pariib oflkm napoaiibk for BtiaUiBiBC order. 
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averred that the lattice of a chamber-window was thrown open, and 
forth into the sunny day was thrust the face of Mistress Hibbins, 
Governor Bellingham’s bitter-tempered sister, and the same who, a 
few years later, was executed as a witch. 

“Hist, hist!” said sh^ while her ill-omened physiognomy seemed 
to cast a shadow over the cheerful newness of the house. “Wilt 
thou go with us to-night? There will be a merry company in the 
forest; and 1 wellnigh promised the Black Man lhat comely Hester 
Prynne should make one.’’ 

“Make my excuse to him, so please you!’’ answered Hester, with 
a triumphant smile. “I must tarry at home, and keep watch over my 
little Pearl. Had they taken her from me, I would willingly have 
gone with thee into the forest, and signed my name in the Black 
Man’s book too, and that with mine own blood 1’’ 

• “We shall have thee there anonl’’ said the viitch-lady, frowning, 
as she drew back her head. 

But here—if we suppose this interview betwixt Mistress Hibbins 
and Hester Prynne to be authentic, and not a parable—^was al¬ 
ready an illustration of the young minister’s argument against 
sundering the relation of a fallen mother to the offspring of her 
frailty. Even thus early had the child saved her from Satan's snare. 


IX. The Leech 

Under the appellation of Roger Chillingworth, the reader will 
remember, was hidden another name, which its former wearer had 
resolved should never more be spoken. It has been related, how, in 
the crowd that witnessed Hester Prynne’s ignominious exposure, 
stood a man, elderly, travel-worn, who, just merging from the 
perilous wilderness, l^held the woman, in whom he hoped to find 
embodied the warmth and cheerfulness of home, set up as a type 
of sin before the people. Her matronly fame was trodden under all 
men’s feet. Infamy was babbling around her in the public market¬ 
place. For her kindred, should the tidings ever reach them, and for 
the companions of her unspotted life, there remained nothing but 
the contagion of her dishonor; which would not fail to be distributed 
in strict accordance and proportion with the intimacy and sacred¬ 
ness of their previous relationship. Then why—since the choice was 
with himself—^should the individual, whose connection with the 
fallen woman had been the most intimate and sacred of them all, 
come forward to vindicate his claim to an inheritance so little de¬ 
sirable? He resolved not to be pilloried beside her on her pedestal 
of shame. Unknown to all but Hester Piynn^ and possessing the 
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lock and key of her silence, he chose to withdraw his name from the 
roll of mankind, and, as regarded his former ties and interests, to 
vanish out of life as completely as if he indeed by at the bottom 
of the ocean, whither rumor had long ago consipied him. Tliis 
purpose once effected, new interests would immediately spring aup, 
and likewise a new purpose; dark, it is true, if not guilty, but of force 
enough to engage the full strength of his faculties. 

In pursuance of this resolve, he took up his residence in the 
Puritan town, as Roger Chillingworth, without other introduction 
than the learning and intelligence of which he possesed more than 
a common measure. As his studies, at a previous period of his life, 
had made him extensively acquainted with the medical science of 
the day, it was as a physician that he presented himself, and as 
such was cordially received. Skilful men, of the medical and chirurgi- 
cal profession, were of rare occurrence in the colony. They seldom, 
it would appear, partook of the religious zeal that brought other 
emigrants across Ae Atlantic. In their researches into the human 
frame, it may be that the higher and more subtile faculties of such 
men were materialized, and that they lost the spiritual view of ex¬ 
istence amid the intricacies of that wondrous mechanism, which 
seemed to involve art enough to comprise all of life within itself. 
At all events, the health of the good town of Boston, so far as 
medicine had aught to do with it, had hitherto lain in the guardian¬ 
ship of an aged deacon and apothecary, whose piety and godly de¬ 
portment were stronger testimonials in his favor, than any that he 
could have produced in the shape of a diploma. The only surgeon 
was one who combined the occasional exercise of that noble art 
with the daily and habitual flourish of a razor. To such a profes¬ 
sional body Roger Chillingworth was a brilliant acquisition. He 
soon manifested his f^iliarity with the ponderous and imposing 
machinery of antique physic; in which every remedy contained a 
multitude of fat-fetch^ and heterogeneous ingredients, as elabo¬ 
rately compounded as if the proposed result had been the Elixir of 
Life < In his Indian captivity, moreover, he had gained much knowl¬ 
edge of the properties of native herbs and roots; nor did he conceal 
from his patients, that these simple medicines. Nature’s boon to 
the untutored savage, had quite as large a share of his own confi¬ 
dence as the European pharmacopoeia, which so many learned doc¬ 
tors had spent centuries in elaborating. 

This learned stranger was exemplary, as regarded at least the 
outward forms of a religious life, and, early after his arrival, had 

4. A substance thought capable both of elixir theme: comically in **Dr. Heideg- 
transmuting base metals into gold and ger’s Experiment” and tragically in 
of curing all disease. In two of his tales “The Birthmark.” 

Hawthorne employed variants of the 
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chosen for his spiritual guide the Reverend Mr. Dimmesdale. The 
young divine, whose scholardike renown still lived in Oxford, was 
considered by his more fervent admirers as little less than a heaven- 
ordained apostle, destined, should he live and labor for the ordinary 
tenn of life, to do as great deeds for the now feeble New England 
Church, as the early Fathers had achieved for the infancy of the 
Christian faith. About this period, however, the health of Mr. 
Dimmesdale had evidently begun to fail. By those best acquainted 
with his habits, the paleness of the young minister's cheek was 
accounted for by his too earnest devotion to study, his scrupulous 
fulfilment of parochial duty, and, more than all, by the fasts and 
vigils of which he made a frequent practice, in order to keep the 
grossness of this earthly state from clogging and obscuring his 
spiritual lamp. Some declared, that, if Mr. Dimmesdale were really 
going to die, it was cause enough, that the world was not worthy 
to be any longer trodden by his feet. He himself, on the other hand, 
with characteristic humility, avowed his belief, that, if Providence 
should see fit to remove him, it would be because of his own un- 
worthiness to perform its humblest mission here on earth. With all 
this difference of ojunion as to the cause of his decline, there 
could be no question of the fact. His form grew emaciated; his 
voice, though still rich and sweet, had a certain melancholy 
prophecy of decay in it; he was often observed, on any slight alarm 
or other sudden accident, to put his hand over his heart, with first 
a flush and then a paleness, indicative of pain. 

Such was the young clergyman’s condition, and so imminent 
the prospect that his dawning light would be extinguished, all un¬ 
timely, when Roger Chillingworth made his advent to the town. 
His first entry on the scene, few people could tell whence, dropping 
down, as it were, out of the sky, or starting from the nether earth, 
had an aspect of mystery, which was easily heightened to the 
miraculous. He was now known to be a man of skill; it was ob¬ 
served that he gathered herbs, and the blossoms of wild-flowers, and 
dug up roots and plucked off twigs from the forest-trees, like one 
acquainted with hidden virtues in what was valueles.s to common 
eyes. He was heard to speak of Sir Kenelm Digby,> and other. 
famous men,—^whose scientific attainments were esteemed hardly 
less than supernatural,—as having been his correspondents or asso¬ 
ciates. Why. with such rank in the learned world, had he come 
hither? What could he, whose sphere was in great cities, be seeking 
in the wilderness? In answer to this query, a rumor ^ined ground, 

$. Sir Kenelm Di|^y (1603-65). met. and fovemmeat oBcer. He dab- 
fantastk adventurer and bombaatic bled in occult Kiencee, but ateo be 
writer, nevertheleia held eeriouB ap- diicovered that oisriea wae oeccaMry 
poiDtiDCBti at naval commander, ^tUh to plant life. 
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—and, however absurd, was entertained by some vciy sensible 
people,—that Heaven had wrought an absolute miracle, by trans* 
porting an eminent Doctor of Physic, from a German university, 
bodily through the air, and setting him down at the door of^Mr. 
Dimmesdale's study! Individuals of wiser faith, indeed, who knew 
that Heaven promotes its purposes without aiming at the stage- 
effect of what is called miraculous interposition, were inclined to 
see a providential hand* in Roger Chillingworth’s so opportune ar¬ 
rival. 

This idea was countenanced by the strong interest which the 
physician ever manifested in the young clergyman; he attached 
himself to him as a parishioner, and sought to win a friendly regard 
and confidence from his naturally reserved sensibility. He expressed 
great alarm at his pastor's state of health, but was anxious to at¬ 
tempt the cure, and, if early undertaken, seemed not despondent 
of a favorable result. The elders, the deacons, the motherly dames, 
and the young and fair maidens, of Mr. Dimmesdale's flock, were 
alike importunate that he should make trial of the physician’s 
frankly offered skill. Mr. Dimmesdale gently repelled their en¬ 
treaties. 

need no medicine,” said he. 

But how could the young minister say so, when, with every suc¬ 
cessive Sabbath, his cheek was paler and thinner, and his voice more 
tremulous than before,—^when it had now become a constant habit, 
rather than a casual gesture, to press his hand over his heart? Was 
he weary of his labors? Did he wish to die? These questions were 
solemnly propounded to Mr. Dimmesdale by the elder ministers of 
Boston and the deacons of his church, who, to use their own 
phrase, “dealt with him” on the sin of rejecting the aid which Provi¬ 
dence so manifestly held out. He listened in silence, and finally 
promised to confer with the physician. 

“Were it God’s will,” said the Reverend Mr. Dimmesdale, when, 
in fulfilment of this pledge, he requested old Roger Chillingworth’s 
professional advice, “I could be well content, that my labors, and 
my sorrows, and my sins, and my pains, should shortly end with 
me, and what is earthly of them be buried in my grave, and the 
spiritual go with me to my eternal state, rather than that you should 
put your skill to the proof in my behalf.” 

“Ah,” replied Roger Chillingworth, with that quietness which, 
whether imposed or natural, marked all his deportment, “it is thus 
that a young clergyman is apt to speak. Youthful men, not having 
taken a deep root, give up their hold of life so easilyl And saintly 

6. The belief in Gotfi ipecinl provi- of numerous books, such ns Incrense 
denee for the Puritan colwiies was re- Mather’s £>iey for tk* Ree»rdimg a/ 
iected in Rofer Willianu’ Rhode Island Illustrious Proonesicos and his ana’s 
settlement. Providence, and in the title Memorable Prooideueeh 
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men, who walk with God on earth, would fain be away, to walk 
with him on the golden pavements of the New Jerusalem."^ 

''Nay,*' rejoined the young minister, putting his hand to his 
heart, with a flush of pain flitting over his brow, **were I worthier 
to walk there, I could be better content to toil here/' 

“Good men ever interpret themselves too meanly," said the 
physician. 

In this manner, the mysterious old Roger Chillingworth became 
the medical adviser of the Reverend Mr. Dimmcsdale. As not only 
the disease interested the physician, but he wa; strongly moved 
to look into the character and qualities of the p.itient,- these two 
men, so different in age, came gradually to spend much time to¬ 
gether. For the sake of the minister’s health, and to enable the 
leech to gather plants with healing balm in them, they took long 
walks on the seashore, or in the forest; mingling various talk with 
the plash and murmur of the waves, and the solemn wind-anthem 
among the tree-tops. Often, likewise, one was the guest of the other, 
in his place of study and retirement. There was a fascination for 
the minister in the company of the man of science, in whom he 
recognized an intellectual cultivation of no moderate depth or 
scope; together with a range and freedom of ideas, that he would 
have vainly looked for among the members of his own profession. 
In truth, he was startled, if not shocked, to find this attribute in the 
physician. Mr. Dimmesdale was a true priest, a true religionist, 
with the reverential sentiment largely developed, and an order of 
mind that impelled itself powerfully along the track of a creed, and 
wore its passage continually deeper with the lapse of time. In no 
state of society would he have been what is called a man of liberal 
views; it would always be essential to his peace to feel the pres¬ 
sure of a faith about him, supporting, while it confined him within 
its iron framework. Not the less, however, though with a tremulous 
enjoyment, did he feel the occasional relief of looking at the uni¬ 
verse through the medium of another kind of intellect than those 
with which he habitually held converse. It was as if a window were 
thrown open, admitting a freer atmosphere into the close and stifled 
study, where his life was wasting itself away, amid lamp-light, or 
obstructed day-beams, and the musty fragrance, be it sensual or 
moral, that exhales from books. But the air was too fresh and 
chill to be long breathed, with comfort. So the minister, and the 
physician with him, withdrew again within the limits of what their 
church defined as orthodox. 

Thus Roger Chillingworth scrutinized his patient carefully, both 
as he saw him in his ordinary life, keeping an accustomed pathway 


7. Tbe “Heavenly City" of the redeemed souls, prophesied in Revehttimi 21:2. 
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in the range of thoughts familiar to him, and as he appeared when 
thrown amidst other moral scenery, the novelty of which might call 
out something new to the surface of his character. He deemed it 
essential, it would seem, to know the man, before attemptiqg to 
do him good. Wherever there is a heart and an intellect, the dis¬ 
eases of the physical frame are tinged with the peculiarities of these. 
In Arthur Dimmesdale, thought and imagination were so active, 
and sensibility so intense, that the bodily infirmity would be likely 
to have its groundwork there. So Roger Chillingworth—the man of 
skill, the kind and friendly physician—strove to go deep into his 
patient's bosom, delving among his principles, prying into his 
recollections, and probing every thing with a cautious touch, like 
a treasure-seeker in a dark cavern. Few secrets can escape an in¬ 
vestigator, who has opportunity and license to undertake such-a 
quest, and skill to follow it up. A man burdened with a secret should 
especially avoid the intimacy of his physician. If the latter possess 
native sagacity, and a nameless something more,—^let us call it 
intuition; if he show no intrusive egotism, nor disagreeably promi¬ 
nent characteristics of his own; if he have the power, which must 
be born with him, to bring his mind into such affinity with his 
patient’s, that this last shall unawares have spoken what he imagines 
himself only to have thought; if such revelations be received with¬ 
out tumult, and acknowledged not so often by an uttered sympathy, 
as by silence, an inarticulate breath, and here and there a word, to 
indicate that all is understood; if, to these qualifications of a con¬ 
fidant be joined the advantages afforded by his recognized char¬ 
acter as a physician;—then, at some inevitable moment, will the soul 
of the sufferer be dissolved, and flow forth in a dark, but transparent 
stream, bringing all its mysteries into the daylight. 

Roger Chillingworth possessed all, or most, of the attributes 
above enumerated. Nevertheless, time went on; a kind of intimacy, 
as we have said, grew up between these two cultivated minds, which 
had as wide a field as the whole sphere of human thought and 
study, to meet upon; they discussed every topic of ethics and re¬ 
ligion, of public affairs, and private character; they talked much, on 
both sides, of matters that seemed personal to themselves; and yet 
no secret, such as the physician fancied must exist there, ever stole 
out of the minister’s consciousness into his companion’s ear. The 
latter had his suspicions, indeed, that even the nature of Mr. Dim- 
mesdale’s bodily disease had never fairly been revealed to him. It 
was a strange reservel 

After a time, at a hint from Roger Chillingworth, the friends 
of Mr. Dimmesdale effected an arrangement by which the two were 
lodged in the same house; so that every ebb and flow of the minis¬ 
ter’s lif^tide might pass under the eye of his anxious gnd attached 



The Leech • 93 


physician. There was much joy throughout the town, when this 
greatly desirable object was attained. It was held to be the best 
possible measure for the young clergyman’s welfare; unless, indeed, 
as often urged by such as felt authorized to do so, he had selected 
some one of the many blooming damsels, spiritually devoted to him, 
to become his devot^ wife. This latter step, however, there was no 
present prospect that Arthur Dimmesdale would be prevailed upon 
to take; he rejected all suggestions of the kind, as if priestly celibacy 
were one of his articles of church-discipline. Doomed by his own 
choice, therefore, as Mr. Dimmesdale so evidently was, to eat his 
unsavory morsel always at another’s board, and endure the life¬ 
long chill which must be his lot who seeks to warm himself only at 
another’s fireside, it truly seemed that this sagacious, experienced, 
benevolent, old physician, with his concord of paternal and rever- 
efttial love for the young pastor, was the very man, of all mankind, 
to be constantly within reach of his voice. 

The new abode of the two friends was with a pious widow, of 
good social rank, who dwelt in a house covering pretty nearly 
the site on which the venerable structure of King’s Chapel has 
since been built. It had the grave-yard, originally Isaac Johnson’s 
home-field, on one side, and so was well adapted to call up serious 
reflections, suited to their respective employments, in both minister 
and man of physic. The motherly care of the good widow assigned 
to Mr. Dimmesdale a front apartment, with a sunny exposure, and 
heavy window-curtains to create a noontide shadow, when de¬ 
sirable. The walls were hung round with tapestry, said to be from 
the Gobelin looms,^ and, at all events, representing the Scriptural 
story of David and Bathsheba, and Nathan the Prophet,* in colors 
still unfaded, but which made the fair woman of the scene almost 
as grimly picturesque as the woe-denouncing seer. Here, the pale 
clergyman piled up his library, rich with parchment-bound folios 
of the Fathers, and the lore of Rabbis, and monkish erudition, of 
which the Protestant divines, even while they vilified and decried 
that class of writers, were yet constrained often to avail themselves. 
On the other side of the house, old Roger Chillingworth arranged 
his study and laboratory; not such as a modern man of science 
would reckon even tolerably complete, but provided with a distilling 
apparatus, and the means of compounding drugs and chemicals, 
which the practised alchemist knew well how to turn to purpose. 
With such commodiousness of situation, these two learned persons 

8. A Paris family of clothmakers from 9. See II Samud 11 and 12. Cbilllng* 

the mid-fifteenth century; in 1601 worth arranged that Arthur should 

Henry IV set workers at the Gobelin constantly witness Nathan’s terrible 

“factory” to making tapestries, and condemnation of King David, who had 

since then the name has signified the sent Uriah to certain death in battle in 

acme of tapestry weaving. order to obtain his wife. Bathsheba. 
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sat themselves down, each in his own domain, yet familiarly passing 
from one apartment to the other, and bestowing a mutual and not 
incurious inspection into one another's business. 

And the Reverend Arthur Dimmesdale’s best discerning friends, 
as we have intimated, very reasonably imagined that the hand of 
Providence had done all this, for the purpose—besought in so 
many public, and domestic, and secret prayers—of restoring the 
young minister to health. But—it must now be said—^another por¬ 
tion of the community had latterly begun to take its own view of 
the relation betwixt Mr. Dimmesdale and the mysterious old 
physician. When an uninstructed multitude attempts to see with 
its eyes, it is exceedingly apt to be deceived. When, however, it 
forms its judgment, as it usually does, on the intuitions of its great 
and warm heart, the conclusions thus attained are often so profound 
and so unerring, as to possess the character of truths supematurally 
revealed. The people, in the case of which we speak, could justify 
its prejudice against Roger Chillingworth by no fact or argument 
worthy of serious refutation. There was an aged handscraftsman, it 
is true, who had been a citizen of London at the period of Sir 
Thomas Overbury's murder,^ now some thirty years agone; he testi¬ 
fied to having seen the physician, under some other name, which the 
narrator of the story had now forgotten, in company with Doctor 
Forman, the famous old conjurer, who was implicated in the affair 
of Overbury. Two or three individuals hinted, that the man of 
skill, during his Indian captivity, had enlarged his medical attain¬ 
ments by joining in the incantations of the savage priests; who were 
universally acknowledged to be powerful enchanters, often perform¬ 
ing seemingly miraculous cures by their skill in the black art. A 
large number—and many of these were persons of such sober 
sense and practical observation, that their opinions would have 
been valuable, in other matters—affirmed that Roger Chilling- 
worth’s aspect had undergone a remarkable change while he had 
dwelt in town, and especially since his abode with Mr. Dimmesdale. 
At first, his expression had been calm, meditative, scholar-like. Now, 
there was something ugly and evil in his face, which they had 
not previously noticed, and which grew still the more obvious to 
sight, the oftener they looked upon him. According to the vulgar 
idea, the fire in his laboratory had been brought from the lower 
regions, and was fed with infernal fuel; and so, as might be expected, 
his visage was getting sooty with the smoke. 

To sum up the matter, it grew to be a widely diffused opinion, 

1. Sir Thomas Overbury (1581-1613), the Tower of London. Dr. Simon For- 
miscellaneous writer remembered for his man (1552-1611), astrologer, necro- 
Chiuraeteri (1614), opposed the mar- mancer, and vendor of love philters, was 
riage of his patron. Viscount Rochester, scandalously implicated in Ite affairs of 
to the profligate countess of Essex, by the countess bv the posthumous evi- 
whose connivance he was poisoned In dence of his letters. ^ 
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that the Reverend Arthur Dimmesdale, like many other person¬ 
ages of especial sanctity, in all ages of the Christian world, was 
haunted either by Satan himself, or Satan’s emissary, in the guise 
of old Roger Chillingworth. This diabolical agent had the Divine 
permission, for a season, to burrow into the clergyman's intimacy, 
and plot against his soul. No sensible man, it was confessed, could 
doubt on which side the victory would turn. The people looked, 
with an unshaken hope, to see the minister come forth out of the 
conflict, transfigured with the glory which he would unquestion¬ 
ably win. Meanwhile, nevertheless, it was sad to think of the per¬ 
chance mortal agony through which he must struggle towards his 
triumph. 

Alas, to judge from the gloom and terror in the depths of the 
poor minister’s eyes, the battle was a sore one, and the victory any 
thing but securel 


X. The Leech and His Patient 

Old Roger Chillingworth, throughout life, had been calm in 
temperament, kindly, though not of warm affections, but ever, and 
in all his relations with the world, a pure and upright man. He had 
begun an. investigation, as he imagined, with the severe and equal 
integrity of a judge, desirous only of truth, even as if the question 
involved no more than the air-drawn lines and figures of a geo¬ 
metrical problem, instead of human passions, and wrongs inflicted 
on himself. But, as he proceeded, a terrible fascination, a kind 
of fierce, though still calm, necessity seized the old man within its 
gripe, and never set him free again, until he had done all its bid¬ 
ding. He now dug into the p>oor clergyman’s heart, like a miner 
searching for gold; or, rather, like a sexton delving into a grave, pos¬ 
sibly in quest of a jewel that had been buried on the dead man's 
bosom, but likely to find nothing save mortality and conuption. Alas 
for his own soul, if these were what he soughtl 

Sometimes, a light glimmered out of the physician's eyes, burn¬ 
ing blue and ominous, like the reflection of a furnace, or, let us 
say, like one of those gleams of ghastly fire that darted from Bun- 
yan’s awful door-way in the hill-side,^ and quivered on the pil¬ 
grim’s face. The soil where this dark miner was working had per¬ 
chance shown indications that encouraged him. 

"This man,” said he, at one such moment, to himself, "pure as 
they deem him,—^all spiritual as he seems,—^hath inherited a strong 
animal nature from his father or his mother. Let us dig a little 
farther in the direction of this veinl” 

2. The satM of Hell iened from the ward the Celcatial Ci^ la Biiayaa*a 
billalde acTOM Cbriatiaa’a pathway to- PUtrim’t fngnti. 
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Then, after long search into the minister's dim interior, and 
turning over many precious materials, in the shape of high aspira* 
tions for the welfare of his race, warm love of souls, pure sentiments, 
natural piety, strengthened by thought and study, and illuminated 
by revelation,—all of which invaluable gold was perhaps no better 
than rubbish to the seeker,—he would turn back, discouraged, and 
begin his quest towards another point. He groped along as stealthily, 
with as cautious a tread, and as wary an outlook, as a thief en¬ 
tering a chamber where a man lies only half asleep,—or, it may be, 
broad awake,—with purpose to steal the very treasure which this 
man guards as the apple of his eye. In spite of his premeditated 
carefulness, the floor would now and then creak; his garments 
would rustle; the shadow of his presence, in a forbidden proximity, 
would be thrown across his victim. In other words, Mr. Dim* 
mesdale, whose sensibility of nerve often produced the effect of 
spiritual intuition, would become vaguely aware that something 
inimical to his peace had thrust itself into relation with him. But 
old Roger Chillingworth, too, had perceptions that were almost 
intuitive; and when the minister threw his startled eyes towards him, 
there the physician sat; his kind, watchful, sympathizing, but never 
intrusive friend. 

Yet Mr. Dimmesdale would perhaps have seen this individual’s 
character more perfectly, if a certain morbidness, to which sick 
hearts are liable, had not rendered him suspicious of all mankind. 
Trusting no man as his friend, he could not recognize his enemy 
when the latter actually appeared. He therefore still kept up a 
familiar intercourse with him, daily receiving the old physician in 
his study; or visiting the laboratory, and, for recreation’s sake, watch* 
ing the processes by which weeds were converted into drugs of 
potency. 

One day, leaning his forehead on his hand, and his elbow on the 
sill of the open window, that looked towards the grave-yard, he 
talked with Roger Chillingworth, while the old man was examining 
a bundle of unsightly plants. 

“Where,” asked he, with a look askance at them,—for it was 
the clergyman’s peculiarity that he seldom, now-a-days, looked 
straightforth at any object, whether human or inanimate,— 
“where, my kind doctor, did you gather those herbs, with such a 
dark, flabby leaf?” 

“Even in the grave-yard, here at hand,” answered the physician, 
continuing his employment. “They are new to me. I found them 
growing on a grave, which bore no tombstone, nor other memorial 
of the dead man, save these ugly weeds that have taken upon them¬ 
selves to keep him in remembrance. They grew out of his heai% and 
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typify, it may be, some hideous secret that was buried with him, 
and which he had done better to confess during his lifetime/' 

''Perchance," said Mr. Dimmesdale, "he earnestly desired it; but 
could not." 

"And wherefore?” rejoined the physician. "Wherefore not; since 
all the powers of nature call so earnestly for the confession of sin, 
that these black weeds have sprung up out of a buried heart, to 
make manifest an unspoken crime?" 

"That, good Sir, is but a fantasy of yours," replied the minister. 
"There can be, if I forebode aright, no power, short of the Divine 
mercy, to disclose, whether by uttered words, or by type or em¬ 
blem, the secrets that may be buried with a human heart. The heart, 
making itself guilty of such secrets, must perforce hold them, until 
the day when all hidden things shall be revealed. Nor have I so 
mad or interpreted Holy Writ, as to understand that the disclosure 
of human thoughts and deeds, then to be made, is intended as a 
part of the retribution. That, surely, were a shallow view of it. Nc^ 
these revelations, unless I greatly err, are meant merely to promote 
the intellectual satisfaction of all intelligent beings, who will stand 
waiting, on that day, to see the dark problem of this life made 
plain.B A knowledge of men’s hearts will be needful to the com- 
pletest solution of that problem. And I conceive, moreover, that 
the hearts holding such miserable secrets as you speak of will yield 
them up, at that last day, not with reluctance, but with a joy un¬ 
utterable." 

"Then why not reveal them here?" asked Roger Chillingworth, 
glancing quietly aside at the minister. "Why should not the guilty 
ones sooner avail themselves of this unutterable solace?" 

"They mostly do," said the clergyman, griping hard at his breast, 
as if afflicted with an importunate throb of pain. "Many, many a 
poor soul hath given its confidence to me, not only on the death¬ 
bed, but while strong in life, and fair in reputation. And ever, after 
such an outpouring, O, what a relief have I witnessed in those sin¬ 
ful brethreni even as in one who at last draws free air, after long 
stifling with his own polluted breath. How can it be otherwise? >\'hy 
should a wretched man, guilty, we will say, of murder, prefer to keep 
the dead corpse buried in his own heart, rather than fling it forth 
at once, and let the universe take care of iti" 

"Yet some men bury their secrets thus," observed the calm 
physician. 

"True; there are such men," answered Mr. Dimmesdale. "But, not 
to suggest more obvious reasons, it may be that they are kept silent 

S. "Th»t day” b Judgmeat Day, the the final atafe la the aalvatlon of the 
clarificatloa or icvelatioa of all tmth, elect. 
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by the very constitution of their nature. Or, — can we not suppose 
it?—guilty as they may be, retaining, nevertheless, a zeal for God's 
gloiy and man's welfare, they shrink from displaying themselves 
black and filthy in the view of men; because, thenceforward, no 
good can be achieved by them; no evil of the past be redeemeQ by 
better service. So, to their own unutterable torment, they go about 
among their fellow-creatures, looking pure as new-fallen snow; while 
their hearts are all speckled and spotted with iniquity of which they 
cannot rid themselves." 

"TTiese men deceive themselves," said Roger Chillingworth, with 
somewhat more emphasis than usual, and making a slight gesture 
with his forefinger. “They fear to take up the shame that rightfully 
belongs to them. Their love for man, their zeal for God's service, 
—these holy impulses may or may not coexist in their hearts with 
the evil inmates to which their guilt has unbarred the door, and 
which must needs propagate a hellish breed within them. But, if 
they seek to glorify God, let them not lift heavenward their unclean 
handsi If they would serve their fellow-men, let them do it by 
making manifest the power and reality of conscience, in constrain¬ 
ing them to penitential self-abasementi Wouldst thou have me to 
believe, O wise and pious friend, that a false show can be better— 
can be more for Gc^'s glory, or man's welfare—than God's own 
truth? Trust me, such men deceive themselves!" 

“It may be so," said the young clergyman indifferently, as waiv¬ 
ing a discussion that he considered irrelevant or unseasonable. He 
had a ready faculty, indeed, of escaping from any topic that agitated 
his too sensitive and nervous temperament.—“But, now, I would 
ask of my well-skilled physician, whether, in good sooth, he deems 
me to have profited by his kindly care of this weak frame of mine?" 

Before Roger Chillingworth could answer, they heard the clear, 
wild laughter of a young child’s voice, proceeding from the adjacent 
burial-ground. Looking instinctively from the open window,—for it 
was summer-time,—the minister beheld Hester Prynne and little 
Pearl passing along the footpath that traversed the inclosure. Pearl 
looked as beautiful as the day, but was in one of those moods of 
perverse merriment which, whenever they occurred, seemed to re¬ 
move her entirely out of the sphere of sympathy or human contact. 
She now skipped ineverently from one grave to another; until, 
coming to the broad, flat, armorial tombstone of a departed worthy, 
—perhaps of Isaac Johnson himself,—she began to dance upon it. 

In reply to her mother's command and entreaty that she would be¬ 
have more decorously, little Pearl paused to gather the prickly burrs 
from a tall burdock, which grew b«ide the tomb. Taking a handful 
of these, she arranged them along the lines of the scarlet letter that 
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decorated the maternal bosom, to which the burrs, as their nature 
was, tenaciously adhered. Hester did not pluck them off. 

Roger Chillingworth had by this time approached the window, 
and smiled grimly down. 

"There is no law, nor reverence for authority, no regard for human 
ordinances or opinions, right or wrong, mixed up with that child’s 
composition,” remarked he, as much to himself as to his com¬ 
panion. "I saw her, the other day, bespatter the Governor himself 
with water, at the cattle-trough in Spring Lane. What, in Heaven’s 
name, is she? Is the imp altogether evil? Hath she affections? Hath 
she any discoverable principle of being?” 

“None,—save the freedom of a broken law,” answered Mr. 
Dimmesdale, in a quiet way, as if he had been discussing the point 
within himself. "Whether capable of good, I know not.” 

'' The child probably overheard their voices; for, looking up to the 
window, with a bright, but naughty smile of mirth and intelligence, 
she threw one of the prickly burrs at the Reverend Mr. Dimmesdale. 
TTie sensitive clergyman shrunk, with nervous dread, from the light 
missile. Detecting his emotion. Pearl clapped her little hands in 
the most extravagant ecstasy. Hester Prynne, likewise, had involun¬ 
tarily looked up; and all these four persons, old and young, regarded 
one another in silence, till the child laughed aloud, and shouted,— 
"Come away, mother! Come away, or yonder old Black Man will 
catch you! He hath got hold of the minister already. Come away, 
mother, or he will catch you! But he cannot catch little Pearl!” 

So she drew her mother away, skipping, dancing, and frisking 
fantastically among the hillocks of the dead people, like a creature 
that had nothing in common with a bygone and buried generation, 
nor owned herself akin to it. It was as if she had been made afresh, 
out of new elements, and must perforce be permitted to live her 
own life, and be a law unto herself, without her eccentricities being 
reckoned to her for a aime. 

"There goes a woman,” resumed Roger Chillingworth, after a 
pause, "who, be her demerits what they may, hath none of that 
mystery of hidden sinfulness which you deem so grievous to be 
borne. Is Hester Prynne the less miserable, think you, for that scarlet 
letter on her breast?” 

"I do verily believe it,” answered the clergyman. "Ne^'ertheless, 

1 cannot answer for her. There was a look of pain in her face, which 
I would gladly have been spared the sight of. But still, methinks, it 
must needs better for the sufferer to be free to show his pain, 
as this poor woman Hester is, than to cover it all up in his heart.” 

There was another pause; and the physician began anew to 
examine and arrange the plants which he ikd gathered. 
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**You inquired of me, a little time agone/' said he, at length, “my 
judgment as touching your health.” 

"I did,” answered the clergyman, “and would gladly learn it. 
Speak frankly, I pray you, be it for life or death.” 

“Freely, then, and plainly,” said the physician, still busy with his 
plants, but keeping a wary eye on Mr. Dimmesdale, “the disorder 
is a strange one; not so much in itself, nor as outwardly manifested, 
—^in so far, at least, as the symptoms have been laid open to my 
observation. Looking daily at you, my good Sir, and watching the 
tokens of your aspect, now for months gone by, I should deem you 
a man sore sick, it may be, yet not so sick but that an instructed 
and watchful physician might well hope to cure you. But—I know 
not what to say—the disease is what I seem to know, yet know it 
not.” 

“You speak in riddles, learned Sir,” said the pale minister, glanc* 
ing aside oui of the window. 

“Then, to speak more plainly,” continued the physician, “and I 
crave pardon. Sir,—should it seem to require pardon,—for this 
needful plainness of my speech. Let me ask,—as your friend,—^as 
one having charge, under Providence, of your life and physical well¬ 
being,—^hath all the operation of this disorder been fairly laid open 
and recounted to me?” 

“How can you question it?” asked the minister. “Surely, it were 
child’s play to call in a physician, and then hide the sorel” 

“You would tell me, then, that I know all?” said Roger Chilling- 
worth, deliberately, and fixing an eye, bright with intense and con¬ 
centrated intelligence, on the minister’s face. “Be it sol But, againi 
He to whom only the outward and physical evil is laid open know- 
eth, oftentimes, but half the evil which he is called upon to cure. A 
bodily disease, which we look upon as whole and entire within itself, 
may, after all, be but a symptom of some ailment in the spiritual 
part. Your pardon, once again, good Sir, if my speech give the 
shadow of offence. You, Sir, of all men whom 1 have known, are 
he whose body is the closest conjoined, and imbued, and identified, 
so to speak, with the spirit whereof it is the instrument.” 

“Then I need, ask no further,” said the clergyman, somewhat 
hastily rising from his chair. “You deal not, 1 take it, in medicine for 
the soul!” 

“Thus, a sickness,” continued Roger Chillingworth, going on, 
in an unaltered tone, without heeding the interruption,—^but stand¬ 
ing up, and confronting the emaciated and white-cheeked minister 
with his low, dark, and misshapen figure,—^“a sickness, a sore place, 
if we may so call it, in your spirit, hath immediately its appropriate 
manifestation in your b^ily frame. Would you, therefore, that your 
{diysician heal the bodily e^? How may this be, unless you first 
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open to him the wound or trouble in your soul?'* 

“No!—^not to thee!—not to an earthly physician!" cried Mr. 
Dimmesdale, passionately, and turning his eyes, full and bright, 
and with a kind of fierceness, on old Roger Chillingworth. “Not to 
thee! But, if it be the soul's disease, then do I commit myself to 
the one Physician of the soul! He, if it stand with his good pleasure, 
can cure; or he can kill! Let him do with me as, in his justice 
and wisdom, he shall see good. But who art thou, that meddlest 
in this matter?—that dares thrust himself between the sufferer and 
his God?" 

With a frantic gesture, he rusheo out of the room. 

“It is as well to have made this step,” said Roger Chillingworth 
to himself, looking after the minister with a grave smile. “There 
is nothing lost. We shall be friends again anon. But see, now, how 
passion takes hold upon this man, and hurrieth him out of him¬ 
self! As with one passion, so with another! He hath done a wild 
thing ere now, this pious Master Dimmesdale, in the hot passion 
of his heartl" 

It proved not difficult to reestablish the intimacy of the two 
companions, on the same footing and in the same degree as here¬ 
tofore. The young clergyman, after a few hours of privacy, was 
sensible that the disorder of his nerves had hurried him into an 
unseemly outbreak of temper, which there had been nothing in 
the physician’s words to excuse or palliate. He marvelled, indeed, 
at the violence with which he had thrust back the kind old man, 
when merely proffering the advice which it was his duty to bestow, 
and which the minister himself had expressly sought. With these 
remorseful feelings, he lost no time in making the amplest apolo¬ 
gies, and besought his friend still to continue the care, which, if 
not successful in restoring him to health, had, in all probability, 
been the means of prolonging his feeble existence to that hour. 
Roger Chillingworth readily assented, and went on with his medical 
supervision of the minister; doing his best for him, in all good faith, 
but always quitting the patient’s apartment, at the close of a 
professional interview, with a mysterious and puzzled smile upon 
his lips. This expression was invisible in Mr. Dimmesdale’s presence, 
but grew strongly evident as the physician crossed the threshold. 

“A rare case!” he muttered. “I must needs look deeper into it. 
A strange sympathy betwixt soul and body! Were it only for the 
art’s sake, 1 must search this matter to the bottoml" 

It came to pass, not long after the scene above recorded, that the 
Reverend Mr. Dimmesdale, at noonday, and entirely unawares, fell 
into a deep, deep slumber, sitting in his chair, with a large black- 
letter* volume open before him on the table. It must have been 

4. Printed In Old English or Gotbk type. 
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a work of vast ability in the somniferous school of literature. The 
profound depth of the minister’s repose was the more remarkable; 
inasmuch as he was one of those persons whose sleep, ordinarily, is 
as light, as fitful, and as easily scared away, as a small bird hopping 
on a twig. To such an unwonted remoteness, however, had his spirit 
now withdrawn into itself, that he stirred not in his chair, when 
old Roger Chillingworth, without any extraordinary precaution, 
came into the room. The physician advanced directly in front of 
his patient, laid his hand upon his bosom, and thrust aside the vest¬ 
ment, that, hitherto, had always covered it even from the profes¬ 
sional eye. 

Then, indeed, Mr. Dimmesdale shuddered, and slightly stirred. 

After a brief pause, the physician turned away. 

But with what a wild look of wonder, joy, and horror! With what 
a ghastly rapture, as it were, too mighty to be expressed only by the 
eye and features, and therefore bursting forth through the whole 
ugliness of his figure, and making itself even riotously manifest by 
the extravagant gestures with which he threw up his arms towards 
the ceiling, and stamped his foot upon the floor! Had a man seen 
old Roger Chillingworth, at that moment of his ecstasy, he would 
have had no need to ask how Satan comports himself, when a pre¬ 
cious human soul is lost to heaven, and won into his kingdom. 

But what distinguished the physician’s ecstasy from Satan’s was 
the trait of wonder in it! 


XI. The Interior of a Heart 

After the incident last described, the intercourse between the 
clergyman and the physician, though externally the same, was 
really of another character than it had previously been. The intellect 
of Roger Chillingworth had now a sufficiently plain path before it. 
It was not, indeed, precisely that which he had laid out for him¬ 
self to tread. Calm, gentle, passionless, as he appeared, there was yet, 
we fear, a quiet depth of malice, hitherto latent, but active now, in 
this unfortunate old man, which led him to imagine a more inti¬ 
mate revenge than any mortal had ever wreaked upon an enemy. To 
make himself the one trusted friend, to whom should be confided 
all the fear, the remorse, the agony, the ineffectual repentance, the 
backward rush of sinful thoughts, expelled in vain! All that guilty 
sorrow, hidden from the world, whose great heart would have pitied 
and forgiven, to be revealed to him, the Pitiless, to him, the Un¬ 
forgiving! All that dark treasure to be lavished on the very man, to 
whom nothing else could so adequately pay the debt of vengeance! 

The clergyman’s shy and sensitive reserve had balked this scheme. 
Roger Chillingworth, however, was inclined to be hardly, if at all, 
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less satisfied with the aspect of affairs, which Providence—using die 
avenger and his victim for its own purposes, and, perdiance, par* 
doning, where it seemed most to punish—^had substituted for his 
black devices. A revelation, he could almost say, had been granted 
to him. It mattered little, for his object, whether celestial, or from 
what other region. By its aid, in all the subsequent relations betwixt 
him and Mr. Dimmesdale, not merely the external presence, but 
the very inmost soul of the latter seemed to be brought out before 
his eyes, so that he could see and comprehend its every movement. 
He t^ame, thenceforth, not a spectator only, but a chief actor, in 
the poor minister's interior world. He could play upon him as he 
chose. Would he arouse him with a throb of agony? The victim 
was for ever on the rack; it needed only to know the spring that 
controlled the engine;—^and the physician knew it welll Would he 
sbutle him with sudden fear? As at the waving of a magician's wand, 
uprose a grisly phantom,—uprose a thousand phantoms,—in many 
shapes, of death, or more awful shame, all flocking round about 
the clergyman, and pointing with their fingers at his breast! 

All this was accomplished with a subtlety so perfect, that the 
minister, though he had constantly a dim percepHon of some evil 
influence watching over him, could never gain a knowledge of its 
actual nature. True, he looked doubtfully, fearfully,—even, at 
times, with horror and the bitterness of hatred,—at the deformed 
figure of the old physician. His gestures, his gait, his grizzled beard, 
his slightest and most indifferent acts, the very fashion of his gar¬ 
ments, were odious in the clergyman’s sight; a token, implicitly to 
be relied on, of a deeper antipathy in the breast of the latter than 
he was willing to acknowledge to himself. For, as it was impossible 
to assign a reason for such distrust and abhorrence, so Mr. Dimmes* 
dale, conscious that the poison of one morbid spot was infecting his 
heart’s entire substance, attributed all his presentiments to no 
other cause. He took himself to task for his bad sympathies in ref¬ 
erence to Roger Chillingworth, disregarded the lesson that he should 
have drawn from them, and did his best to root them out. Unable 
to accomplish this, he nevertheless, as a matter of principle, con¬ 
tinued his habits of social familiarity with the old man, and thus 
gave him constant opportunities for perfecting the purpose to which 
—^poor, forlorn creature that he was, and more wretched than his 
victim—the avenger had devoted himself. 

While thus suffering under bodily disease, and gnawed and 
tortured by some black trouble of the soul, and given over to the 
machinations of his deadliest enemy, the Reverend Mr. Dimmes¬ 
dale had achieved a brilliant popularity in his sacred office. He won 
it, indeed, in great part, by his sorrows. His intellectual gifts, his 
moral perceptions, his power of experiencing and communicating 
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emotion, were kept in a state of preternatural activity by the pride 
and anguish of his daily life. His fame, though still on its upward 
slope, already overshadowed the soberer reputations of his fellow- 
clergymen, eminent as several of them were. There were scholars 
among them, who had spent more years in acquiring abstruse lorg, 
connected with the divine profession, than Mr. Dimmesdale had 
lived; and who might well, therefore, be more profoundly versed in 
such solid and valuable attainments than their youthful brother. 
There were men, too, of a sturdier texture of mind than his, and 
endowed with a far greater share of shrewd, hard, iron or granite 
understanding; which, duly mingled with a fair proportion of doc* 
trinal ingredient, constitutes a highly respectable, efficacious, and 
unamiable variety of the clerical species. There were others, again, 
true saintly fathers, whose faculties had been elaborated by weary 
toil among their books, and by patient thought, and etherealized) 
moreover, by spiritual communications with the better world, into 
which their purity of life had almost introduced these holy person¬ 
ages, with their garments of mortality still clinging to them. All that 
they lacked was the gift that descended upon the chosen disciples, 
at Pentecost, in tongues of flame;‘‘ symbolizing, it would seem, not 
the power of speech in foreign and unknown languages, but that 
of addressing the whole human brotherhood in the heart’s native 
language. These fathers, otherwise so apostolic, lacked Heaven’s last 
and rarest attestation of their office, the Tongue of Flame. They 
would have vainly sought—^had they ever dreamed of seeking—to 
express the highest truths through the humblest medium of familiar 
words and images. Their voices came down, afar and indistinctly, 
from the upper heights where they habitually dwelt. 

Not improbably, it was to this latter class of men that Mr. 
Dimmesdale, by many of his traits of character, naturally belonged. 
To their high mountain-peaks of faith and sanctity he would have 
climbed, had not the tendency been thwarted by the burden, what¬ 
ever it might be, of crime or anguish, beneath which it was his 
doom to totter. It kept him down, on a level with the lowest; him, 
the man of ethereal attributes, whose voice the angels might else 
have listened to and answered! But this very burden it was, that 
gave him sympathies so intimate with the sinful brotherhood of 
mankind; so that his heart vibrated in unison with theirs, and 
received their pain into itself, and sent its own throb of pain through 
a thousand other hearts, in gushes of sad, persuasive eloquence. 
Oftenest persuasive, but sometimes terrible! TTie people knew not 
the power that moved them thus. They deemed the young dergy- 

5. See Acts 2 : 1-11. ‘The sift” was understood hy each listener in his own 
the Holy Spirit, which enabled the language, 
preaching of the apostles of Jesus to be 
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man a miiacle of holiness. They fonded him the mouth-piece of 
Heaven’s messages of wisdom, and rebuke, and love. In their eyes, 
the very ground on which he trod was sanctified. The virgins of his 
church grew pale around him, victims of a passion so imbued vnth 
religious sentiment that th^ imagined it to be all religion, and 
brought it openly, in their white bosoms, as their most acceptable 
sacrifice before the altar. The aged members of his flock, beholding 
Mr. Dimmesdale’s frame so feeble, while they were themselves so 
rugged in their infirmity, believed that he would go heavenward 
before them, and enjoined it upon their children, that their old 
bones should be buried close to their young pastor's holy grave. And, 
all this time, perchance, when poor Mr. Dimmesdale was thinking 
of his grave, he questioned with himself whether the grass would 
ever grow on it, b^use an accursed thing must there buriedi 
It is inconceivable, the agony with which this public veneration 
tortured him! It was his genuine impulse to adore the truth, and to 
reckon all things shadow-like, and utterly devoid of weight or value, 
that had not its divine essence as the life within their life. Then, 
what was he ?—a substance?—or the dimmest of all shadows? He 
longed to speak out, from his own pulpit, at the full height of his 
voice, and tell the people what he was. ’*1, whom you behold in 
these black garments of the priesthood,—I, who ascend the sacred 
desk, and turn my pale face heavenward, taking upon myself to hold 
communion, in your behalf, with the Most High Omniscience,—^I, 
in whose daily life you discern the sanctity of Enoch,*—1, whose 
footsteps, as you suppose, leave a gleam along my earthly track, 
whereby the pilgrims that shall come after me may be guided to 
the regions of the blest,—1, who have laid the hand of baptism 
upon your children,—I, who have breathed the parting prayer over 
your dying friends, to whom the Amen sounded faintly from a 
world which they had quitted,—I, your pastor, whom you so rever¬ 
ence and trust, am utterly a pollution and a liel” 

More than once, Mr. Dimmesdale had gone into the pulpit, with 
a purpose never to come down its steps, until he should have spoken 
words like the above. More than once, he had cleared his toroat, 
and drawn in the long, deep, and tremulous breath, which, when 
sent forth again, would come burdened with the black secret of his 
soul. More than once—nay, more than a hundred times—^he had 
actually spokeni SpokenI But how? He had told his hearers that 
he was altogether vile, a viler companion of the vilest, the worst 
of sinners, an abomination, a thing of unimaginable iniquity; and 
that the only wonder was, that they did not see his wretched body 
shrivelled up before their eyes, by the burning imth of the Al- 

6. Enoch "walM wiUi God” and “was tnuislatcd” (withoat dying) to Henvao 
(Geoesla S : 21-il4; Hebrews 11 : 5). 
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mightyl Could there be plainer speech than this? Would not the 
people start up in their seats, by a simultaneous impulse, and tear 
him down out of the pulpit which he defiled? Not so, indeed! 
They heard it all, and did but reverence him the more. They little 
guessed what deadly purport lurked in those self-condemning words. 
"The godly youth!” said they among themselves. "The saint on 
earth! Alas, if he discern such sinfulness in his own white soul, what 
horrid spectacle would he behold in thine or mine!” The minister 
well knew—subtle, but remorseful hypocrite that he was!—the 
light in which his vague confession would be viewed. He had striven 
to put a cheat upon himself by making the avowal of a guilty con¬ 
science,^ but had gained only one other sin, and a self-acknowl¬ 
edged shame, without the momentary relief of being self-deceived. 
He had spoken the very truth, and transformed it into the veriest 
falsehood. And yet, by the constitution of his nature, he loved the 
truth, and loathed the lie, as few men ever did. Therefore, above 
all things else, he loathed his miserable self! 

His inward trouble drove him to practices, more in accordance 
with the old, corrupted faith in Rome, than with the better light 
of the church in which he had been bom and bred. In Mr. Dimmes- 
dale’s secret closet, under lock and key, there was a bloody scourge.* 
Oftentimes, this Protestant and Puritan divine had plied it on his 
his own shoulders; laughing bitterly at himself the while, and 
smiting so much the more pitilessly, because of that bitter 
laugh. It was his custom, too, as it has been that of many other 
pious Puritans, to fast,—^not, however, like them, in order to purify 
the body and render it the fitter medium of celestial illumination, 
—^but rigorously, and until his knees trembled beneath him, as an 
act of penance. He kept vigils, likewise, night after night, some¬ 
times in utter darkness; sometimes with a glimmering lamp; and 
sometimes, viewing his own face in a looking-glass, by the most 
powerful Kght which he could throw upon it. He thus typified the 
constant introspection wherewith he tortured, but could not purify, 
himself. In these lengthened vigils, his brain often reeled, and 
visions seemed to flit before him; perhaps seen doubtfully, and by 
a faint light of their own, in the remote dimness of the chamber, 
or more vividly, and close beside him, within the looking-glass. Now 
it was a herd of diabolic shapes, that grinned and mocked at the 
pale minister, and beckoned him away with them; now a group of 
shining angels, who flew upward heavily, as sorrow-laden, but grew 
more ethereal as they rose. Now came the dead friends of his youth, 
and his white-bearded father, with a saint-like frown, and his 

7. /.«., to delude himself into believing among the most ascetic Puritans. Cot- 
be made an honest confession. ton Mather reportedly observed sixty 

S. A whip. Such extreme penitential fasts and twenty vigils in one year, 
practices occurred very seldom, even 
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mother, turning her face away as she passed by. Ghost of a mother, 
—thinnest fantasy of a mother,—methinks she might yet have 
thrown a pitying glance towards her soni And now, through the 
chamber which these spectral thoughts had made so ghastly, glided 
Hester Piynne, leading along little Pearl, in her scarlet garb, and 
pointing her forefinger, first, at the scarlet letter on her bosom, and 
then at the clergyman’s own breast. 

None of these visions ever quite deluded him. At any moment, 
by an effort of his will, he could discern substances through their 
misty lack of substance, and convince himself that they were not 
solid in their nature, like yonder table of carved oak, or that big, 
square, leathern-bound and brazen-clasped volume of divinity. But, 
for all that, they were, in one sense, the truest and most substan¬ 
tial things which the poor minister now dealt with. It is the unspeak¬ 
able misery of a life so false as his, that it steals the pith and 
substance out of whatever realities there are around us, and which 
were meant by Heaven to be the spirit’s joy and nutriment. To the 
untrue man, the whole universe is false,—it is impalpable,—^it 
shrinks to nothing within his grasp. And he himself, in so far as 
he shows himself in a false light, becomes a shadow, or, indeed, 
ceases to exist. The only truth, that continued to give Mr. Dimmes- 
dale a real existence on this earth, was the anguish in his inmost 
soul, and the undisscmbled expression of it in his aspect. Had he 
once found power to smile, and wear a face of gayety, there would 
have been no such man! 

On one of those ugly nights, which we have faintly hinted at, 
but forborne to picture forth, the minister started from his chair. 
A new thought had struck him. There might be a moment’s peace 
in it. Attiring himself with as much care as if it had been for public 
worship, and precisely in the same manner, he stole softly down the 
staircase, undid the door, and issued forth. 


XIL The Minister's Vigil 

Walking in the shadow of a dream, as it were, and perhaps actu¬ 
ally under the influence of a species of somnambulism, Mr. Dimmes* 
dale reached the spot, where, now so long since, Hester Prynne had 
lived through her first hour of public ignominy. The same platform 
or scaffold, black and weather-stained with the storm or sunshine 
of seven long years, and footworn, too, with the tread of many 
culprits who had since ascended it, remained standing beneath the 
balcony of the meeting-house. The minister went up the steps. 

It was an obscure night of early May. An unvaried pall of cloud 
mu£9ed the whole expanse of sky from zenith to horizon. If the 
same multitude which had stood as eyewitnesses while Hester 
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Piynne sustained her punishment could now have been summoned 
forth, they would have discerned no face above the platform, nor 
hardly the outline of a human shape, in the dark gray of the mid* 
night. But the town was all asleep. There was no peril of discovery. 
The minister might stand there, if it so pleased him, until morning 
should redden in the east, without other risk than that the daiik 
and chill night-air would creep into his frame, and stiffen his joints 
with rheumatism, and clog his throat with catarrh and cough; 
thereby defrauding the expectant audience of to-morrow’s prayer 
and sermon. No eye could see him, save that ever-wakeful one 
which had seen him in his closet, wielding the bloody scourge. Why, 
then, had he come hither? Was it but the mockery of penitence? 
A mockery, indeed, but in which his soul trifled with itselfl A 
mockery at which angels blushed and wept, while fiends rejoiced, 
with jeering laughterl He had been driven hither by the impulse 
of that Remorse which dogged him everywhere, and whose own 
sister and closely linked companion was that Cowardice which in¬ 
variably drew him back, with her tremulous gripe, just when the 
other impulse had hurried him to the verge of a disclosure. Poor, 
miserable man I what right had infirmity like his to burden itself 
with crime? Crime is for the iron-nerved, who have their choice 
either to endure it, or, if it press too hard, to exert their fierce and 
savage strength for a good purpose, and fling it off at once! This 
feeble and most sensitive of spirits could do neither, yet continually 
did one thing or another, which intertwined, in the same inextrica¬ 
ble knot, the agony of heaven-defying guilt and vain repentance. 

And thus, while standing on the scaffold, in this vain show of 
expiation, Mr. Dimmesdale was overcome with a great horror of 
mind, as if the universe were gazing at a scarlet token on his naked 
breast, right over his heart. On that spot, in very truth, there was, 
and there had long been, the gnawing and poisonous tooth of 
bodily pain. Without any effort of his will, or power to restrain 
himself, he shrieked aloud; an outcry that went pealing through the 
night, and was beaten back from one house to another, and rever¬ 
berated from the hills in the background; as if a company of devils, 
detecting so much misery and terror n it, had made a plaything of 
the sound, and were bandying it to and fro. 

’Tt is done!” muttered the minister, covering his face with his 
hands. "The whole town will awake, and hurry forth, and find me 
hcref” 

But it was not so. The shriek had perhaps sounded with a far 
greater power, to his own startled ears, than it actually possessed. 
The town did not awake; or, if it did, the drowsy slumberers mis¬ 
took the cry either for something frightful in a dream, or for the 
noise of witches; whose voices, at that period, were often heard to 
pass over the settlements or lonely cottages, as they rode with Satan 
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through the air. The clergyman^ therefore, hearing no symptoms 
of disturbance, uncovered his eyes and looked about him. At one 
of the chamber'Windows of Governor Bellingham’s mansion, which 
stood at some distance, on the line of another street, he beheld the 
appearance of the old magistrate himself, with a lamp in his hand, 
a white night'Cap on his head, and a long white gown enveloping his 
figure. He looked like a ghost, evoked unseasonably from the grave. 
The cry had evidently startled him. At another window of the 
same house, moreover, appeared old Mistress Hibbins, the Cov> 
emor’s sister, also with a lamp, which, even thus far off, revealed 
the expression of her sour and discontented face. She thrust forth 
her head from the lattice, and looked anxiously upward. Beyond 
the shadow of a doubt, this venerable witch-lady had heard Mr. 
Dimmesdale’s outcry, and interpreted it, with its multitudinous 
echoes and reverberations, as the clamor of the fiends and night- 
hags, with whom she was well known to make excursions into the 
forest. 

Detecting the gleam of Governor Bellingham’s lamp, the old 
lady quickly extinguished her own, and vanished. Possibly, she went 
up among the clouds. The minister saw nothing further of her 
motions. The magistrate, after a wary observation of the darkness— 
into which, nevertheless, he could see but little farther than he 
might into a mill-stone—retired from the window. 

The minister grew comparatively calm. His eyes, however, were 
soon greeted by a little, glimmering light, which, at first a long viray 
off was approaching up the street. It threw a gleam of recognition 
on here a post, and there a garden-fence, and here a latticed 
window-pane, and there a pump, with its full trough of water, 
and here, again, an arched door of oak, with an iron knocker, and 
a rough log for the door-step. The Reverend Mr. Dimmesdale noted 
all these minute particulars, even while firmly convinced that the 
doom of his existence was stealing onward, in the footsteps which 
he now heard; and that the gleam of the lantern would fall upon 
him, in a few moments more, and reveal his long-hidden secret. 
As the light drew nearer, he beheld, within its illuminated circle, 
his brother clergyman,—or, to speak more accurately, his profes¬ 
sional father, as well as highly valued friend,—the Reverend Mr. 
Wilson; who, as Mr. Dimmesdale now conjectured, had been pray¬ 
ing at the bedside of some dying man. And so he had. The good 
old minister came freshly from the death-chamber of Governor 
Winthrop,* who had passed from earth to heaven within that very 

9. Governor John Winthrop, bom in and was almost continuously re-elected 
1588, died on March 26, 1649, although nveraor or deputy pernor until his 
Hawthorne set his scene on a night “in death. A valuable historical record of 
early May.” University-bred, Winthrop the colony is his Journal (1790), en- 
forsook t^ law to become a founder of larged as The Bistory of Nem Englcud, 
the Massachusetts Bay colony in 1630, 1630-1640 (2 vols., 1825-26). 
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hour. And now, surrounded, like the saint-like personages of olden 
times, with a radiant halo, that glorified him amid this gloomy 
night of sin,—as if the departed Governor had left him an inher¬ 
itance of his glory, or as if he had caught upon himself the distant 
shine of the celestial city, while looking thitherward to see the 
triumphant pilgrim pass within its gates,—now, in short, good 
Father Wilson was moving homeward, aiding his footsteps with a 
lighted lantern! The glimmer of this luminary suggested the above 
conceits to Mr. Dimmesdale, who smiled,—nay, almost laughed at 
them,—and then wondered if he were going mad. 

As the Reverend Mr. Wilson passed beside the scaffold, closely 
muffling his Geneva cloak^ about him with one arm, and holding 
the lantern before his breast with the other, the minister could 
hardly restrain himself from speaking. 

“A good evening to you, venerable Father Wilson! Come up 
hither, I pray you, and pass a pleasant hour with me!” 

Good heavens! Had Mr. Dimmesdale actually spoken? For one 
instant, he believed that these words had passed his lips. But they 
were uttered only within his imagination. The venerable Father 
Wilson continued to step slowly onward, looking carefully at the 
muddy pathway before his feet, and never once turning his head 
towards the guilty platform. When the light of the glimmering 
lantern had faded quite away, the minister discovered, by the faint¬ 
ness which came over him, that the last few moments had been a 
crisis of terrible anxiety; although his mind had made an involun¬ 
tary effort to relieve itself by a kind of lurid playfulness. 

Shortly afterwards, the like grisly sense of the humorous again 
stole in among the solemn phantoms of his thought. He felt his 
limbs growing stiff with the unaccustomed chilliness of the night, 
and doubted whether he should be able to descend the steps of the 
scaffold. Morning would break, and find him there. Tlie neighbour¬ 
hood would begin to rouse itself. The earliest riser, coming forth 
in the dim twilight, would perceive a vaguely defined figure aloft 
on the place of shame; and, half crazed betwixt alarm and curiosity, 
would go, knocking from door to door, summoning all the people 
to behold the ghost—as he needs must think it—of some defunct 
transgressor. A dusky tumult would flap its wings from one house to 
another. Then—the morning light still waxing stronger—old patri¬ 
archs would rise up in great haste, each in his flannel gown, and 
matronly dames, without pausing to put off their night-gear. The 
whole tribe of decorous personages, who had never heretofore been 
seen with a single hair of their heads awry, would start into public 
view, with the disorder of a nightmare in their aspects. Old Gov- 

1. The black cloak theo worn Cal- association of John Calvin with the city 
vinist ministers, its name recalling the of Geneva. 



The Minister's Vigil • 111 

emor Bellingham would come grimly forth, with his King James’s 
ruff fastened askew; and Mistress Hibbins, with some twigs of the 
forest clinging to her skirts, and looking sourer than ever, as having 
hardly got a wink of sleep after her night ride; and good Father 
Wilson, too, after spending half the night at a death'bed, and liking 
ill to be disturbed, thus early, out of his dreams about the glorified 
saints. Hither, likewise, would come the elders and deacons of Mr. 
Dimmesdale’s church, and the young virgins who so idolized their 
minister, and had made a shrine for him in their white bosoms; 
which, now, by the by, in their hurry and confusion, they would 
scantly have given themselves time to cover with their kerchiefs. All 
people, in a word, would come stumbling over their thresholds, and 
turning up their amazed and horror-stricken visages around the 
scaffold. Whom would they discern there, with the red eastern 
light upon his brow? Whom, but the Reverend Arthur Dimmes- 
dale, half frozen to death, overwhelmed with shame, and standing 
where Hester Prynne had stood! 

Carried away by the grotesque horror of this picture, the min¬ 
ister, unawares, and to his own infinite alarm, burst into a great 
peal of laughter. It was immediately responded to by a light, airy, 
childish laugh, in which, with a thrill of the heart,—^but he knew 
not whether of exquisite pain, or pleasure as acute,—^he recognized 
the tones of little Pearl. 

'Tearl! Little Pearl!” cried he, after a moment’s pause; then, 
suppressing his voice,—“Hester! Hester Prynne! Are you there?” 

“Yes; it is Hester Prynne!” she replied, in a tone of surprise; and 
the minister heard her footsteps approaching from the sidewalk, 
along which she had been passing.—“It is I, and my little Pearl.” 

“Whence come you, Hester?” asked the minister. “What sent 
you hither?” 

“I have been watching at a death-bed,” answered Hester Prynne; 
—“at Governor Winthrop’s death-bed, and have taken his measure 
for a robe, and am now going homeward to my dwelling.” 

“Come up hither, Hester, thou and little Pearl,” said the Rev¬ 
erend Mr. Dimmcsdale. “Ye have both been here before, but I was 
not with you. Come up hither once again, and we will stand all 
three together!” 

She silently ascended the steps, and stood on the platform, hold¬ 
ing little Pearl by the hand. The minister felt for the child’s other 
hand, and took it. Ihe moment that he did so, there came what 
seemed a tumultuous rush of new life, other life than his own, pour¬ 
ing like a torrent into his heart, and hurrying through all his veins, 
as if the mother and the child were communicating their vital 
warmth to his half-torpid system. The three formed an electric chain. 

“Minister!” whispered little Pearl. 

“What wouldst thou say, child?” asked Mr. Dimmesdale. 
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“Wilt thou stand here with mother and me, to>monow noon¬ 
tide?” inquired Pearl. 

“Nay; not so, my little Pearll” answered the minister; for, with 
the new energy of the moment, all the dread of public exposure, 
that had so long been the anguish of his life, had returned upon 
him; and he was already trembling at the conjunction in which-— 
with a strange joy, nevertheless—he now found himself. “Not so, 
my child. I shall, indeed, stand with thy mother and thee one other 
day, but not to-morrowl” 

Pearl laughed, and attempted to pull away her hand. But the 
minister held it fast. 

“A moment longer, my child!” said he. 

“But wilt thou promise,” asked Pearl, “to take my hand, and 
mother’s hand, to-morrow noontide?” 

“Not then, Pearl,” said the minister, “but another timel” 

“And what other time?” persisted the child. 

“At the great judgment day!” whispered the minister,—and, 
strangely enough, the sense that he was a professional teacher of 
the truth impelled him to answer the child so. “Then, and there, 
before the judgment-seat, thy mother, and thou, and I, must stand 
together! But the daylight of this world shall not see our meeting!” 

Pearl laughed again. 

But, before Mr. Dimmesdale had done speaking, a light gleamed 
hr and wide over all the muffled sky. It was doubtless caused by one 
of those meteors, which the night-watcher may so often observe 
burning out to waste, in the vacant regions of the atmosphere. Sc 
powerful was its radiance, that it thoroughly illuminated the dense 
medium of cloud betwixt the sky and earth. The great vault bright¬ 
ened, like the dome of an immense lamp. It showed the familiar 
scene of the steet, with the distinctness of mid-day, but also with 
the awfulness that is always imparted to familiar objects by an 
unaccustomed light. The wooden houses, with their jutting stories 
and quaint gable-peaks; the door-steps and thresholds, with the 
early grass springing up about them; the garden-plots, black with 
freshly turned earth; the wheel-track, little worn, and, even in the 
market-place, margined with green on either side;—^all were visible, 
but with a singularity of aspect that seemed to give another moral 
interpretation to the things of this world than they had ever borne 
before. And there stood the minister, with his hand over his heart; 
and Hester Piynne, with the embroidered letter glimmering on her 
bosom; and little Pearl, herself a symbol, and the connecting link 
between those two. They stood in the noon of that strange and 
solemn splendor, as if it were the light that is to reveal all secrets, 
and the daybreak that shall unite all who belong to one another. 

There was witchaaft in little Pearl’s eyes; and her face, as she 
^nced upward at the minister, wore that naughty smile which 



The Ministers Vigil • 113 

made its expxession frequently so elvish. She withdrew her hand 
from Mr. Dimmesdale’s, and pointed across the street. But he 
clasped both his hands over his breast, and cast his eyes towards the 
zenith. 

Nothing was more common, in those days, than to interpret all 
meteoric appearances, and other natural phenomena, that occurred 
with less regularity than the rise and set of sun and moon, as 
so many revelations from a supernatural source. Thus, a blazing 
spear, a sword of flame, a bow, or a sheaf of arrows, seen in the mid¬ 
night sky, prefigured Indian warfare. Pestilence was known to have 
been foreboded by a shower of crimson light. We doubt whether 
any marked event, for good or evil, ever befell New England, from 
its settlement down to Revolutionary times, of which the inhabit¬ 
ants had not been previously warned by some spectacle of this 
nature. Not seldom, it had been seen by multitudes. Oftener, how¬ 
ever, its credibility rested on the faith of some lonely eyewitness, 
who beheld the wonder through the colored, magnifying, and dis¬ 
torting medium of his imagination, and shaped it more distinctily 
in his after-thought. It was, indeed, a majestic idea, that the destiny 
of nations should be revealed, in these awful hieroglyphics, on the 
cope of heaven. A scroll so wide might not be deemed too expan¬ 
sive for Providence to write a people’s doom upon. The belief was 
a favorite one with our forefathers, as betokening that their infant 
commonwealth was under a celestial guardianship of peculiar in¬ 
timacy and strictness. But what shall we say, when an individual 
discovers a revelation, addressed to himself alone, on the same vast 
sheet of record! In such a case, it could only be the symptom of a 
highly disordered mental state, when a man, rendered morbidly 
self-contemplative by long, intense, and secret pain, had extended 
his egotism over the whole expanse of nature, until the firmament 
itself should appear no more than a fitting page for his soul’s history 
and fate. 

We impute it, therefore, solely to the disease in his own eye and 
heart, that the minister, looking upward to the zenith, beheld there 
the appearance of an immense letter,—the letter A,—^marked out in 
lines of dull red light. Not but the meteor may have shown itself 
at that point, burning duskily through a veil of cloud; but with no 
such shape as his guilty imagination gave it; or, at least, with so little 
definiteness, that another’s guilt might have seen another symbol in 
it. 

There was a singular circumstance that characterized Mr. Dim- 
mesdale’s psychological state, at this moment. All the time that 
he gazed upward to the zenith, he was, nevertheless, perfeedy 
aware that little Pearl was pointing her finger towards old Rc^er 
Chillingworth, who stood at no great distance from the scaffdd. 
The minister appeared to see him, with the same glance that dis- 
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oeroed the miraculous letter. To his features, as to all other objects, 
the meteoric light imparted a new expression; or it might well be 
that the physician was not careful then, as at all other times, to 
hide die malevolence with which he looked upon his victim. Cer* 
tainly, if the meteor kindled up the sky, and disclosed the earthy 
with an awfulness that admonished Hester Piynne and the clergy¬ 
man of the day of judgment, then might Roger ChUlingworth have 
passed with them for the arch-fiend, standing there, with a smile 
and scowl, to claim his own. So vivid was the expression, or so in¬ 
tense the minister’s perception of it, that it seemed still to remain 
painted on the darkness, after the meteor had vanished, with an 
effect as if the street and all things else were at once annihilated. 

"Who is that man, Hester?" gasped Mr. Dimmesdale, overcome 
with tenor. "I shiver at him! Dost thou know the man? I hate him, 
Hesterl” 

She remembered her oath, and was silent. 

"I tell thee, my soul shivers at him," muttered the minister 
again. "Who is he? Who is he? Canst thou do nothing for me? 1 
have a nameless honor of the man." 

"Minister," said little Pearl, “I can tell thee who he is!” 

"Quickly, then, child!" said the minister, bending his ear close 
to her lips. "Quickly!—^and as low as thou canst whisper." 

Pearl mumbled something into his ear, that sounded, indeed, like 
human language, but was only such gibberish as children may be 
heard amusing themselves with, by the hour together. At all events, 
if it involved any secret information in regard to old Roger Chil- 
lingworth, it was in a tongue unknown to the erudite clergyman, 
and did but increase the bewilderment of his mind. The elvish 
child then laughed aloud. 

"Dost thou mock me now?” said the minister. 

"Thou wast not bold!—thou wast not true!" answered the child. 
*Thou wouldst not promise to take my hand, and mother’s hand, 
to-morrow noontide!” 

"Worthy Sir," said the physician, who had now advanced to the 
foot of the platform. "Pious Master Dimmesdale! can this be 
you? Well, well, indeed! We men of study, whose heads are in our 
books, have need to be straitly looked after! We dream in our 
waking moments, and walk in our sleep. Come, good Sir, and my 
dear friend, I pray you, let me lead you home!” 

"How knewest thou that I was here?" asked the minister, fear¬ 
fully. 

"Verily, and in good faith," answered Roger Chillingworth, "I 
knew nothing of the matter. I had spent the better part of the night 
at the bedside of the worshipful Governor Winthrop, doing what 
my poor skill might to give him ease. He going home to a better 
worid, I, likewise, was on my way homeward, when this strange light 
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shone out. Come with me, I beseech you. Reverend Sir; else you 
will be poorly able to do Sabbath duty to-morrow. Ahal see now, 
how they trouble the brain,—^thesc books!—these books! You should 
study less, good Sir, and take a little pastime; or these night- 
whimseys will grow upon you!” 

“I will go home with you," said Mr. Dimmesdale. 

With a chill despondency, like one awaking, all nerveless, from 
an ugly dream, he yielded himself to the physician, and was led 
away. 

The next day, however, being the Sabbath, he preached a dis¬ 
course which was held to be the richest and most powerful, and the 
most replete with heavenly influences, that had ever proceeded from 
his lips. Souls, it is said, more souls than one, were brought to the 
truth by the efficacy of that sermon, and vowed within themselves 
fo cherish a holy gratitude towards Mr. Dimmesdale throughout the 
long hereafter. But, as he came down the pulpit-steps, the gray- 
bearded sexton met him, holding up a black glove, which the 
minister recognized as his own. 

*Tt was found," said the sexton, "this morning, on the scaffold, 
where evil-doers are set up to public shame. Satan dropped it there, 

1 take it, intending a scurrilous jest against your reverence. But, 
indeed, he was blind and foolish, as he ever and always is. A pure 
hand needs no glove to cover it!" 

“Thank you, my good friend," said the minister gravely, but 
startled at heart; for, so confused was his remembrance, that he had 
almost brought himself to look at the events of the past night as 
visionary. “Yes, it seems to be my glove indeed!” 

“And, since Satan saw fit to steal it, your reverence must needs 
handle him without gloves, henceforward," remarked the old sexton, 
grimly smiling. “But did your reverence hear of the portent that 
was seen last night? A great red letter in the sky,—the letter A,— 
which we interpret to stand for Angel. For, as our good Governor 
Winthrop was made an angel this past night, it was doubtless held 
fit that there should be some notice thereof!" 

“No," answered the minister. “1 had not heard of it." 

XIII. Another View of Hester 

In her late singular interview with Mr. Dimmesdale, Hester 
Piynne was shocked at the condition to which she found the clergy¬ 
man reduced. His nerve seemed absolutely destroyed. His moral 
force was abased into more than childish weakness. It grovelled 
helpless on the ground, even while his intellectual faculties retained 
their pristine strength, or had perhaps acquired a morbid energy, 
which disease only could have given them. With her knowledge of 
a train of circumstances hidden from all others, she could readily 
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infer, that, besides the legitimate action of his own conscience, a 
terrible machinery had been brought to bear, and was still operating, 
on Mr. Dimmesdale’s well-being and repose. Knowing what this 
poor, fallen man had once been, her whole soul was moved by the 
shuddering terror with which he had appealed to her,—^the outcast 
woman,—for support against his instinctively discovered enemy. 
She decided, moreover, that he had a right to her utmost aid. Little 
accustomed, in her long seclusion from society, to measure her ideas 
of right and wrong by any standard external to herself, Hester saw 
—or seemed to see—that there lay a responsibility upon her, in ref¬ 
erence to the clergyman, which she owed to no other, nor to the 
whole world besides. The links that united her to the rest of 
human kind—links of flowers, or silk, or gold, or whatever the 
material—had all been broken. Here was the iron link of mutual 
crime, which neither he nor she could break. Like all other ties; 
it brought along with it its obligations. 

Hester Ptynne did not now occupy precisely the same position 
in which we beheld her during the earlier periods of her ignominy. 
Years had come, and gone. Pearl was now seven years old. Her 
mother, with the scarlet letter on her breast, glittering in its fan¬ 
tastic embroidery, had long been a familiar object to the towns¬ 
people. As is apt to be the case when a person stands out in any 
prominence before the community, and, at the same time, inter¬ 
feres neither with public nor individual interests and convenience, 
a species of general regard had ultimately grown up in reference to 
Hester Piynne. It is to the credit of human nature, that, except 
where its selfishness is brought into play, it loves more readily than 
it hates. Hatred, by a gradual and quiet process, will even be trans¬ 
formed to love, unless the change be impeded by a continually new 
initation of the original feeling of hostility. In this matter of Hester 
Prynne, there was neither initation nor irksomeness. She never 
battled with the public, but submitted uncomplainingly to its 
worst usage; she made no claim upon it, in requital for what she 
suffered; she did not weigh upon its sympathies. Then, also, the 
blameless purity of her life, during all these years in which she had 
been set apart to infamy, was reckoned largely in her favor. With 
nothing now to lose, in the sight of mankind, and with no hope, 
and seemingly no wish, of gaining any thing, it could only be a 
genuine regard for virtue that had brought back the poor wanderer 
to its paths. 

It was perceived, too, that, while Hester never put forward even 
the humblest title to share in the world's privileges,—farther than 
to breathe the common air, and earn daily bread for little Pearl 
and herself by the faithful labor of her hands,—she was quick to 
acknowledge her sisterhood with the race of man, whenever bene- 
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fits were to be conferred. None so ready as she to give of her little 
substance to every demand of poverty; even though the bitter* 
hearted pauper threw back a gibe in requital of the food brought 
regularly to his door, or the garments wrought for him by the 
fingers that could have embroidered a monarch’s robe. None so 
self-devoted as Hester, when pestilence stalked through the town. 
In all seasons of calamity, indeed, whether general or of individuals, 
the outcast of society at once found her place. She came, not as a 
guest, but as a rightful inmate, into the household that was dark* 
ened by trouble; as if its gloomy twilight were a medium in which 
she was entitled to hold intercourse with her fellow-creatures. There 
glimmered the embroidered letter, with comfort in its unearthly 
ray. Elsewhere the token of sin, it was the taper of the sick- 
chamber. It had even thrown its gleam, in the sufferer’s hard ex¬ 
tremity, across the verge of time. It had shown him where to set 
his foot, while the light of earth was fast becoming dim, and ere the 
light of futurity could reach him. In such emergencies, Hester’s 
nature showed itself warm and rich; a well-spring of human tender¬ 
ness, unfailing to every real demand, and inexhaustible by the 
largest. Her breast, with its badge of shame, was but the softer 
pillow for the head that needed one. She was self-ordained a Sister 
of Mercy; or, we may rather say, the world’s heavy hand had so 
ordained her, when neither the world nor she looked forward to 
this result. The letter was the symbol of her calling. Such helpful¬ 
ness was found in her,—so much power to do, and power to sympa¬ 
thize,—that many people refused to interpret the scarlet A by its 
original signification, lliey said that it meant Able; so strong was 
Hester Piynne, with a woman’s strength. 

It was only the darkened house that could contain her. When 
sunshine came again, she was not there. Her shadow had faded 
across the threshold. The helpful inmate had departed, without one 
backward glance to gather up the meed of gratitude, if any were 
in the hearts of those whom she had served so zealously. Meeting 
them in the street, she never raised her head to receive their greet¬ 
ing. If they were resolute to accost her, she laid her finger on the 
scarlet letter, and passed on. This might be pride, but was so like 
humility, that it produced all the softening influence of the latter 
quality on the public mind. The public is despotic in its temper; 
it is capable of denying common justice, when too strenuously 
demanded as a right; but quite as frequently it awards more than 
justice, when the appeal is made, as despots love to have it made, 
entirely to its generosity. Interpreting Hester Prynne’s deportment 
as an appeal of this nature, society was inclined to show its former 
victim a more benign countenance than she cared to be favored 
with, or, perchance, than she deserved. 
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The rulers, and the wise learned men of the community, were 
longer in acknowledging the influence of Hester’s good qualities 
than the people. The prejudices which they shared in common with 
the latter were fortified in themselves by an iron framework of 
reasoning, that made it a far tougher labor to expel them. Day by 
day, nevertheless, their sour and rigid wrinkles were relaxing ipto 
something which, in the due course of years, might grow to be an 
expression of almost benevolence. Thus it was with the men of 
rank, on whom their eminent position imposed the guardianship of 
the public morals. Individuals in private life, meanwhile, had quite 
forgiven Hester Piynne for her frailty; nay, more, they had begun 
to look upon the scarlet letter as the token, not of that one sin, 
for which she had borne so long and dreary a penance, but of her 
many good deeds since. "Do you see that woman with the em¬ 
broidered badge?” they would say to strangers. “It is our Hester,— 
the town’s own Hester,—^who is so kind to the poor, so helpful to 
the sick, so comfortable to the afflicted!” Then, it is true, the pro¬ 
pensity of human nature to tell the very worst of itself, when 
embodied in the person of another, would constrain them to whis¬ 
per the black scandal of bygone years. It was none the less a fact, 
however, that, in the eyes of the very men who spoke thus, the 
scarlet letter had the effect of the cross on a nun’s bosom. It im¬ 
parted to the wearer a kind of sacredness, which enabled her to 
walk securely amid all peril. Had she fallen among thieves, it would 
have kept her safe. It was reported, and believed by many, that 
an Indian had drawn his arrow against the badge, and that the 
missile struck it, but fell harmless to the ground. 

The effect of the symbol—or rather, of the position in respect 
to society that was indicated by it—on the mind of Hester Prynne 
herself, was powerful and peculiar. All the light and graceful foliage 
of her character had been withered up by this red-hot brand, and 
had long ago fallen away, leaving a bare and harsh outline, which 
might have been repulsive, had she possessed friends or compan¬ 
ions to be repelled by it. Even the attractiveness of her person had 
undergone a similar change. It might be partly owing to the studied 
austerity of her dress, and partly to the lack of demonstration in 
her manners. It was a sad transformation, too, that her rich and 
luxuriant hair had either been cut off, or was so completely hidden 
by a cap, that not a shining lock of it ever once gushed into the 
sunshine. It was due in part to all these causes, but still more to 
something else, that there seemed to be no longer any thing in 
Hester’s face for Love to dwell upon; nothing in Hester’s form, 
though majestic and statue-like, that Passion would ever dream of 
clasping in its embrace; nothing in Hester’s bosom, to make it ever 
again the pillow of Affection. Some attribute had departed from 
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her, the pennanence of which had been essential to keep her a 
woman. Such is frequently .the fate, and such the stem development, 
of the feminine character and person, when the woman has en* 
countered, and lived through, an experience of peculiar severity. If 
she be all tenderness, she will die. If she survive, the tenderness will 
either be crushed out of her, or—^and the outward semblance is 
the same—crushed so deeply into her heart that it can never show 
itself more. The latter is perhaps the truest theory. She who has 
once been woman, and ceased to be so, might at any moment be¬ 
come a woman again, if there were only the magic touch to effect 
the transfiguration. We shall see whether Hester Ptynne were ever 
afterwards so touched, and so transfigured. 

Much of the marble coldness of Hester's impression was to be 
attributed to the circumstance that her life had turned, in a great 
measure, from passion and feeling, to thought. Standing alone in 
the world,—^alone, as to any dependence on society, and with little 
Pearl to be guided and protected,—alone, and hopeless of retriev¬ 
ing her position, even had she not scorned to consider it desirable, 
—she cast away the fragments of a broken chain. The world's law 
was no law for her mind. It was an age in which the human intel¬ 
lect, newly emancipated, had taken a more active and a wider 
range than for many centuries before. Men of the sword had over¬ 
thrown nobles and kings. Men bolder than these had overthrown 
and rearranged—^not actually, but within the sphere of theory, 
which was their most real abode—the whole system of ancient 
prejudice, wherewith was linked much of ancient principle. Hester 
Prynne imbibed this spirit. She assumed a freedom of speculation, 
then common enough on the other side of the Atlantic, but which 
our forefathers, had they known of it, would have held to be a 
deadlier crime than that stigmatized by the scarlet letter. In her 
lonesome cottage, by the sea-shore, thoughts visited her, such as 
dared to enter no other dwelling in New England; shadowy guests, 
that would have been as perilous as demons to their entertainer, 
could they have been :een so much as knocking at her door. 

It is remarkable, thai persons who speculate the most boldly 
often conform with the most perfect quietude to the external regu¬ 
lations of society. The thought suffices them, without investing itself 
in the flesh and blood of action. So it seemed to be with Hester. 
Yet, had little Pearl never come to her from the spiritual world, it 
might have been far otherwise. Then, she might have come down 
to us in history, hand in hand with Ann Hutchinson, as the found¬ 
ress of a religious sect. She might, in one of her phases, have been 
a prophetess. She might, and not improbably would, have suffered 
death from the stem tribunals of the period, for attempting to 
undermine the foundations of the Puritan establishment. Bu^ in 
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the education of her child, the mother’s enthusiasm of thought had 
something to wreak itself upon. Providence, in the person of this 
little girl, had assigned to Hester’s charge the germ and blossom 
of womanhood, to be cherished and developed amid a host of diffi¬ 
culties. Every thing was against her. The world was hostile. The 
child’s own nature had something wrong in it, which continually 
betokened that she had been born amiss,—^the effluence of her 
mother’s lawless passion,—and often impelled Hester to ask, in 
bitterness of heart, whether it were for ill or good that the poor 
little creature had been bom at all. 

Indeed, the same dark question often rose into her mind, with 
ref^ence to the whole race of womanhood. Was existence worth 
accepting, even to the happiest among them? As concerned her 
ovm individual existence, she had long ago decided in the negative, 
and dismissed the point as settled. A tendency to speculation, 
though it may keep woman quiet, as it does man, yet makes her 
sad. She discerns, it may be, such a hopeless task before her. As a 
first step, the whole system of society is to be tom down, and built 
up anew. Then, the very nature of the opposite sex, or its long 
hereditary habit, which has become like nature, is to be essentially 
modified, before woman can be allowed to assume what seems a 
fair and suitable position. Finally, all other difficulties being obvi¬ 
ated, woman cannot take advantage of these preliminary reforms, 
until she herself shall have undergone a still mightier change; in 
which, perhaps, the ethereal essence, wherein she has her truest 
life, will be found to have evaporated. A woman never overcomes 
these problems by any exercise of thought. They are not to be 
solved, or only in one way. If her heart chance to come uppermost, 
they vanish. Thus, Hester Prynne, whose heart had lost its regular 
and healthy throb, wandered without a clew in the dark labyrinth 
of mind; now turned aside by an insurmountable precipice; now 
starting back from a deep chasm. There was wild and ghastly 
scenery all around her, and a home and comfort nowhere. At times, 
a fearful doubt strove to possess her soul, whether it were not better 
to send Pearl at once to heaven, and go herself to such futurity as 
Eternal Justice should provide. 

The scarlet letter had not done its office. 

Now, however, her interview with the Reverend Mr. Dimmesdale, 
on the night of his vigil, had given her a new theme of reflection, 
and held up to her an object that appeared worthy of any exertion 
and sacrifice for its attainment. She had witnessed the intense misery 
beneath which the minister stmggled, or, to speak more accurately, 
had ceased to struggle. She saw that he stood on the verge of 
lunacy, if he had not already stepped across it. It was impossible to 
doubt, that, whatever painful efficacy there might be in the secret 
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sting of remorse, a deadlier venom had been infused into it by 
the hand that proffered relief. A secret enemy had been continually 
by his side, under the semblance of a friend and helper, and had 
availed himself of the opportunities thus afforded for tampering 
with the delicate springs of Mr. Dimmesdale's nature. Hester could 
not but ask herself, whether there had not originally been a defect 
of truth, courage, and loyalty, on her own part, in allowing the 
minister to be thrown into a position where so much evil was to be 
foreboded, and nothing auspicious to be hoped. Her only justifica> 
tion lay in the fact, that she had been able to discern no method of 
rescuing him from a blacker ruin than had overwhelmed herself, 
except by acquiescing in Roger Chillingworth’s scheme of disguise. 
Under that impulse, she had made her choice, and had chosen, as 
it now appear^, the more wretched alternative of the two. She 
determined to redeem her error, so far as it might yet be possible. 
Strengthened by years of hard and solemn trial, she felt herself no 
longer so inadequate to cope with Roger Chillingworth as on that 
night, abased by sin, and half maddened by the ignominy that was 
still new, when they had talked together in the prison'Chamber. 
She had climbed her way, since then, to a higher point. The old 
man, on the other hand, had brought himself nearer to her level, 
or perhaps below it, by the revenge which he had stooped for. 

In fine, Hester Piynne resolved to meet her former husband, and 
do what might be in her power for the rescue of the victim on whom 
he had so evidently set his gripe. The occasion was not long to 
seek. One afternoon, walking with Pearl in a retired part of the 
peninsula, she beheld the old physician, with a basket on one arm, 
and a staff in the other hand, stooping along the ground, in quest 
of roots and herbs to concoct his medicines withal. 

XIV. Hester and the Physician 

Hester bade little Pearl run down to the margin of the water, 
and play with the shells and tangled sea-weed, until she should have 
talk^ awhile with yonder gatherer of herbs. So the child flew away 
like a bird, and, making bare her small white feet, went pattering 
along the moist margin of the sea. Here and there, she came to a 
full stop, and peeped curiously into a pool, left by the retiring tide 
as a mirror for Pearl to see her face in. Forth peeped at her, out 
of the pool, with dark, glistening curls around her head, and an 
elf-smile in her eyes, the image of a little maid, whom Pearl, having 
no other playmate, invited to take her hand and run a race with her. 
But the visionary little maid, on her part, beckoned likewise, as if 
to sajr,—‘This is a better place! Come thou into the pool!" And 
Peari, stepping in, mid-^g deep, beheld her own white feet at ffie 
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bottom; while, out of a still lower depth, came the gleam of a 
kind of fragmentary smile, floating to and fro in the agitated 
water. 

Meanwhile, her mother had accosted the physician. 

"I would speak a word with you," said she,—"a word that con¬ 
cerns us much." 

"Ahal And is it Mistress Hester that has a word for old ROger 
Chillingworth?" answered he, raising himself from his stooping 
posture. “With all my heartl Why, Mistress, I hear good tidings 
of you on all hands! No longer ago than yester-eve, a magistrate, a 
wise and godly man, was discoursing of your affairs, Mistress Hester, 
and whispered me that there had been question concerning you in 
the council. It was debated whether or no, with safety to the com¬ 
monweal, yonder scarlet letter might be taken off your bosom. On 
my life, Hester, I made my entreaty to the worshipful magistrate 
that it might be done forthwith!" 

“It lies not in the pleasure of the magistrates to take off this 
badge,” calmly replied Hester. “Were I worthy to be quit of it, it 
would fall away of its own nature, or be transformed into some¬ 
thing that should speak a different purport.” 

“Nay, then, wear it, if it suit you better,” rejoined he. “A 
woman must needs follow her own fancy, touching the adornment 
of her perspn. The letter is gayly embroidered, and shows right 
bravely on your bosom!” 

All this while, Hester had been looking steadily at the old man, 
and was shocked, as well as wonder-smitten, to discern what a 
change had been wrought upon him within the past seven years. 
It was not so much that he had grown older; for though the traces 
of advancing life were visible, he bore his age well, and seemed to 
retain a wiry vigor and alertness. But the former aspect of an in¬ 
tellectual and studious man, calm and quiet, which was what she 
best remembered in him, had altogether vanished, and been suc¬ 
ceeded by an eager, searching, almost fierce, yet carefully guarded 
look. It seemed to be his wish and purpose to mask this expression 
with a smile; but the latter played him false, and flickered over 
bis visage so derisively, that the spectator could see his blackness all 
the better for it. Ever and anon, too, there came a glare of red light 
out of his eyes; as if the old man’s soul were on fire, and kept on 
smouldering duskily within his breast, until, by some casual puff of 
passion, it was blown into a momentary flame. This he repressed 
as speedily as possible, and strove to look as if nothing of the 
kind had happened. 

In a word, old Roger Chillingworth was a striking evidence of 
man’s faculty of transforming himself into a devil, if he will only. 
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for a icasonabte space o! time, undertake a dcviVs office. This un¬ 
happy person had effected such a transformation by devoting him¬ 
self, for seven years, to the constant analysis of a heart full of tor¬ 
ture, and deriving his enjoyment thence, and adding fuel to diose 
fiery tortures which he analyzed and gloated over. 

The scarlet letter burned on Hester Prynne’s bosom. Here was 
another ruin, the responsibility of which came partly home to her. 

**What see you in my face," asked the physician, "that you look 
at it so earnestly?" 

"Something that would make me weep, if there were any tears 
bitter enough for it," answered she. "But let it pass! It is of yonder 
miserable man that I would speak." 

"And what of him?" cried Roger Chillingworth eagerly, as if he 
loved the topic, and were glad of an opportunity to discuss it with 
the only person of whom he could make a confidant. "Not to hide 
the truth. Mistress Hester, my thoughts happen just now to be 
busy with the gentleman. So speak freely; and I will make answer." 

"When we last spake together," said Hester, "now seven years 
ago, it was your pleasure to extort a promise of secrecy, as touching 
the former relation betwixt yourself and me. M the life and good 
fame of yonder man were in your hands, there seemed no choice 
to me, save to be silent, in accordance with your behest. Yet it 
was not without heavy misgivings that I thus bound myself; for, 
having cast off all duty towards other human beings, there re¬ 
mained a duty towards him; and something whispered me that I 
was betraying it, in pledging myself to keep your counsel. Since 
that day, no man is so near to him as you. You tread behind his 
every footstep. You are beside him, sleeping and waking. You 
search his thoughts. You burrow and rankle in his heart! Your 
clutch is on his life, and you cause him to die daily a living death; 
and still he knows you not. In permitting this, I have surely acted a 
false part by the only man to whom the power was left me to be 
true!" 

"What choice had you?" asked Ro^r Chillingworth. "My finger, 
pointed at this man, would have hurled him from his pulpit into a 
dungeon,—thence, peradventure, to the gallows!" 

"It had been better so!" said Hester Prynne. 

"What evil have I done the man?" asked Roger Chillingworth 
again. "I tell thee, Hester Prynne, the richest fee that ever physi¬ 
cian earned from monarch could not have bought such care as I 
have wasted on this miserable priest! But for my aid, his life 
would have burned away in torments, within the first two years 
after the perpetration of his crime and thine. For, Hester, his spirit 
lacked the strength that could have borne up, as thine has. 



124 • The Scarlet Letter 


beneath a burden like thy scarlet letter. O, I could reveal a goodly 
secretl But enoughi What art can do, I have exhausted on him. That 
he now breathes, and creeps about on earth, is owing all to me!’* 

“Better he had died at once!" said Hester Prynne. 

“Yea, woman, thou sayest truly!” cried old Roger Chillingworth, 
letting the lurid fire of his heart blaze out before her eyes. “Better 
had he died at once! Never did mortal suffer what this man* has 
suffered. And all, all, in the sight of his worst enemy! He has been 
conscious of me. He has felt an influence dwelling always upon 
him like a curse. He knew, by some spiritual sense,—for the Creator 
never made another being so sensitive as this,—he knew that no 
friendly hand was pulling at his heart-strings, and that an eye was 
looking curiously into him, which sought only evil, and found it. 
But he knew not that the eye and hand were mine! With the super¬ 
stition common to his brotherhood, he fancied himself given ovbr 
to a fiend, to be tortured with frightful dreams, and desperate 
thoughts, the sting of remorse, and despair of pardon; as a foretaste 
of what awaits him beyond the grave. But it was the constant 
shadow of my presence!—the closest propinquity of the man 
whom he had most vilely wronged!—and who had grown to exist 
only by this perpetual poison of the direst revenge! Yea, indeed!— 
he did not err!—there was a fiend at his elbow! A mortal man, 
with once a human heart, has become a fiend for his especial tor¬ 
ment!” 

The unfortunate physician, while uttering these words, lifted 
his hands with a look of horror, as if he had beheld some frightful 
shape, which he could not recognize, usurping the place of his 
own image in a glass. It was one of those moments—which some¬ 
times occur only at the interval of years—^when a man’s moral as¬ 
pect is faithfully revealed to his mind’s eye. Not improbably, he 
had never before viewed himself as he did now. 

“Hast thou not tortured him enough?” said Hester, noticing the 
old man’s look. “Has he not paid thee all?” 

“No!—no!—He has but increased the debt!” answered the physi¬ 
cian; and, as he proceeded, his manner lost its fiercer characteristics, 
and subsided into gloom. “Dost thou remember me, Hester, as I 
was nine years agone? Even then, I was in the autumn of my 
days, nor was it the early autumn. But all my life had been made 
up of earnest, studious, thoughtful, quiet years, bestowed faithfully 
for the increase of mine own knowledge, and faithfully, too, though 
this latter object was but casual to the other,—faithfully for the ad¬ 
vancement of human welfare. No life had been more peaceful and 
innocent than mine; few lives so rich with benefits conferred. Dost 
thou remember me? Was I not, though you might deem me cold. 
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nevertheless a man thoughtful for others, craving little for himsdf, 
—^kind, true, just; and of constant, if not wann affections? Was 1 
not all this?" 

"All this, and more," said Hester. 

"And what am I now?" demanded he, looking into her face, and 
permitting the whole evil within him to be written on his features. 
"I have already told thee what I ami A fiendl Who made me so?" 

"It was myself!" cried Hester, shuddering. "It was I, not less than 
he. Why hast thou not avenged thyself on me?" 

"I have left thee to the scarlet letter,” replied Roger Chilling- 
worth. "If that have not avenged me, I can do no more!" 

He laid his finger on it, with a smile. 

"It has avenged thee!" answered Hester Prynne. 

"I judged no less," said the physician. "And now, what wouldst 
thou with me touching this man?" 

"I must reveal the secret,” answered Hester, firmly. "He must 
discern thee in thy true character. What may be the result, I know 
not. But this long debt of confidence, due from me to him, whose 
bane and ruin I have been, shall at length be paid. So far as con¬ 
cerns the overthrow or preservation of his fair fame and his earthly 
state, and perchance his life, he is in thy hands. Nor do I,—^whom 
the scarlet letter has disciplined to truth, though it be the truth of 
red-hot iron, entering into the soul,—nor do 1 perceive such advan¬ 
tage in his living any longer a life of ghastly emptiness, that I shall 
stoop to implore thy mercy. Do with him as thou wilt! There is 
no good for him,—no good for me,—no good for thee! There is no 
good for little Pearl! There is no path to guide us out of this dismal 
maze!" 

"Woman, I could wellnigh pity thee!" said Roger Chillingworth, 
unable to restrain a thrill of admiration too; for there was a quality 
almost majestic in the despair which she expressed. "Thou hadst 
great elements. Peradventure, hadst thou met earlier with a better 
love than mine, this evil had not been. I pity thee, for the good 
that has been wasted in thy nature!" 

"And I thee,” answered Hester Prynne, "for the hatred that has 
transformed a wise and just man to a fiend! Wilt thou yet puig^ 
it out of thee, and be once more human? If not for his sake, then 
doubly for thine own! Forgive, and leave his further retribution to 
the Power that claims it! I said, but now, that there could be no 
good event for him, or thee, or me, who are here wandering to¬ 
gether in this gloomy maze of evil, and stumbling, at every step, 
over the guilt wherewith we have strewn our path. It is not sol 
There might be good for thee, and thee alone, since thou hast been 
deeply wronged, and hast it at thy will to pardon. Wilt thou give 
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up that only privily? Wilt thon reject that priceless benefit?” 

"Peace, Hester, peace!” replied the old man, with ^oomy stern¬ 
ness. "It is not granted me to pardon. I have no such power as thou 
tellest me of. My old foith, long forgotten, comes back to me, and 
explains all that we do, and all we suffer. By thy fint step awry, 
thou didst plant the germ of evil; but, since that moment, i^ has 
all been a dark necessity. Ye that have wronged me are not sinful, 
save in a kind of typical illusion; neither am I fiend-like, who have 
snatched a fiend’s office from his hands. It is our fate. Let the black 
flower blossom as it may! Now go thy ways, and deal as thou wilt 
with yonder man.” 

He waved his hand, and betook himself again to his employment 
of gathering herbs. 


XV. Hester and Pearl 

So Roger Chillingworth—a deformed old figure, with a face that 
haunted men's memories longer than they liked—^took leave of 
Hester Piynne, and went stooping away along the earth. He gathered 
here and there an herb, or grubbed up a root, and put it into the 
basket on his arm. His gray beard almost touched the ground, as 
he crept onward. Hester ga:^ after him a little while, looking with 
a half-fantastic curiosity to see whether the tender grass of early 
spring would not be blighted beneath him, and show the wavering 
track of his footsteps, sere and brown, across its cheerful verdure. 
She wondered what sort of herbs they were, which the old man was 
so sedulous to gather. Would not the earth, quickened to an evil 
purpose by the sympathy of his eye, greet him with poisonous 
shrubs, of species hitherto unknown, that would start up under his 
fingers? Or might it suffice him, that every wholesome growth 
should be converted into something deleterious and malignant at 
his touch? Did the sun, which shone so brightly everywhere else, 
really fall upon him? Or was there, as it rather seemed, a circle of 
ominous shadow moving along with his deformity, whichever way 
he turned himself? And whither was he now going? Would he not 
suddenly sink into the earth, leaving a barren and blasted spot, 
where, in due course of time, would be seen deadly nightshade, dog¬ 
wood, henbane,^ and whatever else of vegetable wickedness the 
climate could produce, all flourishing with hideous luxuriance? Or 
would he spread bat's wings and flee away, looking so much the 
uglier, the higher he rose towards heaven? 

2 . Deadly nightshade (belladonna) and necromancy; together with dogwood 
henbane produce poisons possessing they occur in tte pharmacopoeia of 
magical powers in ancient folklore and witchcraft. 
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“Be it sin or no," said Hester Ptynne bitterly, as she still gazed 
^ter him, “I hate the man!" 

She upbraided herself for the sentiment, but could not over* 
come or lessen it. Attempting to do so, she thought of those long* 
past days, in a distant land, when he used to emerge at eventide 
from the seclusion of his study, and sit down in the fire-light of 
their home, and in the light of her nuptial smile. He needed to 
bask himself in that smile, he said, in order that the chill of so 
many lonely hours among his books might be taken off the scholar's 
heart. Such scenes had once appeared not otherwise than happy, but 
now, as viewed through the dismal medium of her subsequent lifi^ 
they classed themselves among her ugliest remembrances. She 
marvelled how such scenes could have beeni She marvelled how 
she could ever have been wrought upon to marry him I She deemed 
if her crime most to be repented of, that she had ever endured, and 
reciprocated, the lukewarm grasp of his hand, and had suffered the 
smile of her lips and eyes to mingle and melt into his own. And it 
seemed a fouler offence committed by Roger Chillingworth, than 
any which had since been done him, that, in the time when her 
heart knew no better, he had persuaded her to fancy herself happy 
by his side. 

“Yes, I hate him!" repeated Hester, more bitterly than before. 
“He betrayed me! He has done me worse wrong than 1 did him!" 

Let men tremble to win the hand of woman, unless they win 
along with it the utmost passion of her heart! Else it may be their 
miserable fortune, as it was Roger Chillingworth's, when some 
mightier touch than their own may have awakened all her sensi¬ 
bilities, to be reproached even for the calm content, the marble 
image of happiness, which they will have imposed upon her as the 
warm reality. But Hester ought long ago to have done with this 
injustice. V^at did it betoken? Had seven long years, under the 
torture of the scarlet letter, inflicted so much of misery, and 
wrought out no repentance? 

The emotions of that brief space, while she stood gazing after 
the crooked figure of old Roger Chillingworth, threw a dark light 
on Hester's state of mind, revealing much that she might not other¬ 
wise have acknowledged to herself. 

He being gone, she summoned back her child. 

“Pearl! Little Pearl! Where arc you?” 

Pearl, whose activity of spirit never flagged, had been at no loss 
for amusement while her mother talked with the old gatherer of 
herbs. Af first, as already told, she had flirted fancifully with her 
own image in a pool of water, beckoning the phantom forth, and 
—^as it declined to venture—seeking a passage for herself into its 
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sphere of impalpable earth and unattainable sky. Soon finding, how¬ 
ever, that either she or the image was unreal, she turned elsewhere 
for better pastime. She made little boats out of birch-bark, and 
freighted them with snail-shells, and sent out more ventures on 
the mighty deep that any merchant in New England; but the lar^ 
part of them foundered near the shore. She seized a live hojse- 
shoe^ by the tail, and made prize of several five-fingers,^ and laid 
out a jelly-fish to melt in the warm sun. Then she took up the white 
foam, that streaked the line of the advancing tide, and threw it 
upon the breeze, scampering after it with winged footsteps, to 
catch the great snow-flakes ere they fell. Perceiving a flock of 
beach-birds, that fed and fluttered along the shore, the naughty child 
picked up her apron full of pebbles, and, creeping from ro^ to rock 
after these small sea-fowl, displayed remarkable dexterity in pelting 
them. One little gray bird, with a white breast. Pearl was almost 
sure, had been hit by a pebble, and fluttered away with a broken 
wing. But then the elf-child sighed, and gave up her sport; because 
it grieved her to have done harm to a little being that was as wild 
as the sea-breeze, or as wild as Pearl herself. 

Her final employment was to gather sea-weed, of various kinds, 
and make herself a scarf, or mantle, and a head-dress, and thus as¬ 
sume the aspect of a little mermaid. She inherited her mother's 
gift for devising drapery and costume. As the last touch to her mer¬ 
maid's garb. Pearl took some eel-grass, and imitated, as best she 
could, on her own bosom, the decoration with which she was so 
familiar on her mother’s. A letter,—the letter A,—^but freshly green, 
instead of scarletl The child bent her chin upon her breast, and 
contemplated this device with strange interest; even as if the one 
only thing for which she had been sent into the world was to make 
out its hidden import. 

'T wonder if mother will ask me what it means!" thought Pearl. 

Just then, she heard her mother’s voice, and, flitting along as 
lightly as one of the little sea-birds, appeared before Hester Prynne, 
dancing, laughing, and pointing her foger to the ornament upon 
her bosom. 

"My little Pearl,” said Hester, after a moment’s silence, "the 
green letter, and on thy childish bosom, has no purport. But dost 
thou know, my child, what this letter means which thy mother is 
doomed to wear?" 

"Yes, mother,” said the child. "It is the great letter A. Thou 
hast taught it me in the horn-book.”® 

3. Horseshoe crab. oov«r of trmnaporMt bora aod a sifillo 

4. Starfish. aheet oT parchnent bearing the alphawt 

5. A tablet used to teach spelling: and, perhaps, a prayer, 
early eaanplcs nsnally consisted of a 
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Hester looked steadily into her little face; but, though there was 
that singular expression which she had so often remarked in her 
black eyes, she could not satisfy herself whether Pearl really at* 
tached any meaning to the symbol. She felt a morbid desire to as¬ 
certain the point. 

“Dost thou know, child, wherefore thy mother wears this letter?” 

“Truly do II” answered Pearl, looking brightly into her mother’s 
face. “It is for the same reason that the minister keeps his hand 
over his heartl” 

“And what reason is that?” asked Hester, half smiling at the 
absurd incongruity of the child’s observation; but, on second 
thoughts, turning pale. “What has the letter to do with any heart 
save mine?” 

“Nay, mother, I have told all I know,” said Pearl, more seriously 
than she was wont to speak. “Ask yonder old man whom thou hast 
been talking withi It may be he can tell. But in good earnest now, 
mother dear, what does this scarlet letter mean?—and why dost 
thou wear it on thy bosom?—^and why does the minister keep his 
hand over his heart?” 

She took her mother’s hand in both her own, and gazed into hei 
eyes with an earnestness that was seldom seen in her wild and 
capricious character. The thought occurred to Hester, that the 
child might really be seeking to approach her with childlike con¬ 
fidence, and doing what she could, and as intelligently as she knew 
how, to establish a meeting-point of sympathy. It showed Pearl in 
an unwonted aspect. Heretofore, the mother, while loving her child 
with the intensity of a sole affection, had schooled herself to hope 
for little other return than the waywardness of an April breeze; 
which spends its time in airy sport, and has its gusts of inexplicable 
passion, and is petulant in its best of moods, and chills oftener 
than caresses you, when you take it to your bosom; in requital of 
which misdemeanours, it will sometimes, of its own vague purpose, 
kiss your cheek with a kind of doubtful tenderness, and play gently 
with your hair, and then begone about its other idle business, leav¬ 
ing a dreamy pleasure at your heart. And this, moreover, was a 
mother’s estimate of the child’s disposition. Any other observer 
might have seen few but unamiable traits, and have given them a 
for darker coloring. But now the idea came strongly into Hester’s 
mind, that Pearl, with her remarkable precocity and acuteness, might 
already have approached the age when she could be made a friend, 
and intrusted with as much of her mother's sorrows as could be 
imparted, without irreverence either to the parent or the child. In 
the little chaos of Pearl’s character, there might be seen emerging 
—and could have been, from the very first—the steadfast prin- 
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ciples of an unflinching courage,—^an uncontrollable will ,—z sturdy 
pride, which might be disciplined into self-respect,—and a bitter 
scorn of many things, which, when examined, might be found to 
have the taint of falsehood in them. She possessed affections, too, 
though hitherto acrid and disagreeable, as are the richest flavors of 
unripe fruit. With all these sterling attributes, thought Hester, the 
evil which she inherited from her mother must be great indee<3, if a 
noble woman do not grow out of this elfish child. 

Pearl's inevitable tendency to hover about the enigma of the 
scarlet letter seemed an innate quality of her being. From the 
earliest epoch of her conscious life, she had entered upon this as 
her appointed mission. Hester had often fancied that Providence 
had a design of justice and retribution, in endowing the child with 
this marked propensity; but never, until now, had she bethought 
herself to asl^ whether, linked with that design, there might hot 
likewise be a purpose of mercy and beneficence. If little Pearl were 
entertained with faith and trust, as a spirit-messenger no less than 
an earthly child, might it not be her errand to soothe away the sor¬ 
row that lay cold in her mother's heart, and converted it into a 
tomb?—and to help her to overcome the passion, once so wild, and 
even yet neither dead nor asleep, but only imprisoned within the 
same tomb-like heart? 

Such were some of the thoughts that now stirred in Hester's 
mind, with as much vivacity of impression as if they had actually 
been whispered into her ear. And there was little Pearl, all this 
while, holding her mother's hand in both her own, and turning her 
face upward, while she put these searching questions, once, and 
again, and still a third time. 

“What does the letter mean, mother?—and why dost thou wear 
it?—^and why does the minister keep his hand over his heart?" 

“What shall I say?" thought Hester to herself.—“Nol If this be 
the price of the child’s sympathy, I cannot pay itl" 

Then she spoke aloud. 

“Silly Pearl," said she, “what questions are these? There are many 
things in this world that a child must not ask about. What know 
1 of the minister’s heart? And as for the scarlet letter, I wear it for 
the sake of its gold threadl” 

In all the seven bygone years, Hester Ptynne had never before 
been hilse to the symbol on her bosom. It may be that it was the 
talisman of a stem and severe, but yet a guardian spirit, who now 
forsook her; as recognizing that, in spite of his strict watch over 
her heart, some new evil had crept into it, or some old one had 
never been expelled. As for little Pearl, the earnestness soon passed 
out of her face. 
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But the child did not see fit to let the matter drop. Two or 
three times, as her mother and she went homeward, and as often at 
supper-time, and while Hester was putting her to bed, and once 
after she seemed to be fairly asleep. Pearl looked up, with mischief 
gleaming in her black eyes. 

“Mother,” said she, “what does the scarlet letter mean?” 

And the next morning, the first indication the child gave of 
being awake was by popping up her head from the pillow, and mak¬ 
ing that other inquiry, which she had so unaccountably connected 
with her investigations about the scarlet letter:— 

“Mother!—^Mother!—^Why does the minister keep his hand over 
his heart?” 

“Hold thy tongue, naughty child!” answered her mother, with 
an asperity that she had never permitted to herself before. “Do not 
tease me; else I shall shut thee into the dark closet!” 

XVI. A Forest Walk 

Hester Prynne remained constant in her resolve to make known 
to Mr. Dimmesdale, at whatever risk of present pain or ulterior 
consequences, the true character of the man who had crept into 
his intimacy. For several days, however, she vainly sought an oppor¬ 
tunity of addressing him in some of the meditative walks which she 
knew him to be in the habit of taking, along the shores of the 
peninsula, or on the wooded hills of the neighbouring country. 
There would have been no scandal, indeed, nor peril to the holy 
whiteness of the clergyman’s good fame, had she visited him in his 
own study; where many a penitent, ere now, had confessed sins of 
perhaps as deep a dye as the one betokened by the scarlet letter. 
But, partly that she dreaded the secret or undisguised interference 
of old Roger Chillingworth, and partly that her conscious heart 
imputed suspicion where none could have been felt, and partly that 
both the minister and she would need the whole wide world to 
breathe in, while they talked together ,—for all these reasons, Hester 
never thought of meeting him in any narrower privacy than beneath 
the open sky. 

At last, while attending in a sick-chamber, whither the Reverend 
Mr. Dimmesdale had been summoned to make a prayer, she learnt 
that he had gone, the day before, to visit the Apostle Eliot,* 
among his Indian converts. He would probably return, by a cer¬ 
tain hour, in the afternoon of the morrow. Betimes, therefore, the 

6. John' Eliot (1604~90), educated to the American Indiana in their own 
at Cambridge, England, emigrated to dialects, and soon became known as 
Boston in 1631, was the first to preach “Apostle to the Indians.” 
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next day, Hester took little Pearl,—who was necessarily the com¬ 
panion of all her mother’s expeditions, however inconvenient her 
presence,—^and set forth. 

The road, after the two wayfarers had crossed from the peninsula 
to the mainland, was no other than a footpath. It straggled onward 
into the mystery of the primeval forest. This hemmed it in so 
narrowly, and stood so black and dense on either side, and dis¬ 
closed such imperfect glimpses of the sky above, that, to Hester’s 
mind, it imaged not amiss the moral wilderness in which she had 
so long been wandering. The day was chill and sombre. Overhead 
was a gray expanse of cloud, slightly stirred, however, by a breeze; 
so that a gleam of flickering sunshine might now and then be seen 
at its solitary play along the path. This flitting cheerfulness was 
always at the farther extremity of some long vista through the for¬ 
est. The sportive sunlight—feebly sportive, at best, in the predonii- 
nant pensiveness of the day and scene—^withdrew itself as they 
came nigh, and left the spots where it had danced the drearier, 
because they had hoped to find them bright. 

‘‘Mother," said little Pearl, “the sunshine does not love you. It 
runs away and hides itself, because it is afraid of something on your 
bosom. Now, seel There it is, playing, a good way off. Stand you 
here, and let me run and catch it. I am but a child. It will not flee 
from me; for I wear nothing on my bosom yeti" 

“Nor ever will, my child, I hope,” said Hester. 

“And why not, mother?” asked Pearl, stopping short, just at the 
banning of her race. “Will not it come of its own accord, when I 
am a woman grown?" 

“Run away, child,” answered her mother, “and catch the sun¬ 
shine! It will soon be gone.” 

Pearl set forth, at a great pace, and, as Hester smiled to per¬ 
ceive, did actually catch the sunshine, and stood laughing in the 
midst of it, all brightened by its splendor, and scintillating with 
the vivacity excited by rapid motion. The light lingered about the 
lonely child, as if glad of such a playmate, until her mother had 
drawn almost nigh enough to step into the magic circle too. 

“It will go nowl" said Pearl, shaking her head. 

“Seel" answered Hester, smiling. “Now I can stretch out my 
hand, and grasp some of it." 

As she attempted to do so, the sunshine vanished; or, to judge 
from the bright expression that was dancing on Pearl’s features, her 
mother could have fancied that the child had absorbed it into 
herself, and would give it forth again, with a gleam about her path, 
as they should plunge into some gloomier shade. There was no other 
attribute that so much impressed her with a sense of new and 
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untransmitted vigor in Pearl’s nature, as this never-failing vivscity 
of spirits; sKe had not the disease of sadness, which almost all chil¬ 
dren, in these latter days, inherit, with the scrofula,*^ from the 
troubles of their ancestors. Perhaps this too was a disease, and but 
the reflex of the wild energy with which Hester had fought against 
her sorrows, before Pearl's birth. It was certainly a doubtful charm, 
imparting a hard, metallic lustre to the child's character. She wanted 
—^what some people want throughout life—a grief that should 
deeply touch her, and thus humanize and make her capable of 
sympathy. But there was time enough yet for little Pearl! 

“Come, my child!” said Hester, looking about her, from the 
spot where Pearl had stood still in the sunshine. “We will sit down 
a little way within the wood, and rest ourselves-” 

“I am not aweary, mother,” replied the little girl. “Bat you may 
sft down, if you will tell me a story meanwhile.” 

“A story, child!” said Hester. “And about what?” 

“O, a story about the Black Man!” answered Pearl, taking hold 
of her mother's gown, and looking up, half earnestly, half mis¬ 
chievously, into her face. “How he haunts this forest, and carries a 
book with him ,—a big, heavy book, with iron clasps; and how this 
ugly Black Man offers his book and an iron pen to every body 
that meets him here among the trees; and they are to write their 
names with their own blood. And then he sets his mark on their 
bosoms! Didst thou ever meet the Black Man, mother?” 

“And who told you this story, Pearl?” asked her mother, recog¬ 
nizing a common superstition of the period. 

“It was the old dame in the chimney-eomer, at the house where 
you watched last night,” said the child. “But she fancied me asleep 
while she was talking of it. She said that a thousand and a thousand 
people had met him here, and had written in his book, and have 
his mark on them. And that ugly-tempered lady, old Mistress 
Hibbins, was one. And, mother, the old dame said that this scarlet 
letter was the Black Man’s mark on thee, and that it glows like a red 
flame when thou meetest him at midnight, here in the dark wood. 
Is it true, mother? And dost thou go to meet him in the night¬ 
time?” 

“Didst thou ever awake, and find thy mother gone?” asked 
Hester. 

“Not that I remember,” said the child. “If thou fearest to leave 
me in our cottage, thou mightest take me along with thee. I would 
very gladly go! But, mother, tell me nowl Is there such a Black 
Man? And didst thou ever meet him? And is this his mark?’* 


7. A tuberculous condition, most common in cbildren, but not hereditary. 
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"Wilt thou let me be at peace, if I once tell thee?" asked her 
mother. 

"Yes, if thou tellest me all," answered Pearl. 

"Once in my life I met the Black ManI" said her mother. *This 
scarlet letter is his mark!" 

Thus conversing they entered sufEciently deep into the wood 
to secure themselves from the observation of any casual passenger 
along the forest-track. Here they sat down on a luxuriant heap of 
moss; which, at some epoch of the preceding century, had been 
a gigantic pine, with its roots and trunk in the darlaome shade, 
and its head aloft in the upper atmosphere. It was a little dell 
where they had seated themselves, with a leaf-strewn bank rising 
gently on either side, and a brook flowing through the midst, over 
a bed of fellen and drowned leaves. The trees impending over it 
had flung down great branches, from time to time, which chok^ 
up the current, and compelled it to form eddies and black depths 
at some points; while, in its swifter and livelier passages, there 
appeared a channel-way of pebbles, and brown, sparkling sand. Let¬ 
ting the eyes follow along the course of the stream, they could 
catch the reflected light from its water, at some short distance 
within the forest, but soon lost all traces of it amid the bewilder¬ 
ment of tree-trunks and underbrush, and here and there a huge 
rock, covered over with gray lichens. All these giant trees and 
boulders of granite seemed intent on making a mystery of the 
course of this small brook; fearing, perhaps, that, with its never- 
ceasing loquacity, it should whisper tales out of the heart of the old 
forest whence it flowed, or mirror its revelations on the smooth 
surface of a pool. Continually, indeed, as it stole onward, the 
streamlet kept up a babble, kind, quiet, soothing, but melancholy, 
like the voice of a young child that was spending its infancy with¬ 
out playfulness, and knew not how to be merry among sad ac¬ 
quaintance and events of sombre hue. 

"O brooki O foolish and tiresome little brooki" cried Pearl, after 
listening awhile to its talk. "Why art thou so sad? Pluck up a 
spirit, and do not be all the time sighing and murmuringl" 

But the brook, in the course of its little lifetime among the 
forest-trees, had gone through so solemn an experience that it could 
not help talking about it, and seemed to have nothing else to say. 
Pearl resembled the brook, inasmuch as the cunent of her life 
gushed from a well-spring as mysterious, and had flowed through 
scenes shadowed as heavily with gloom. But, unlike the little 
stream, she danced and sparkled, and piatded .airily along her 
course. 

"What does this sad little brook say, mother?" inquired she. 
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thou hadst a sorrow of thine own, the brook might tell 
thee of it," answered her mother, *'even as it is telling me of minel 
But now, Pearl, I hear a footstep along the path, and the noise 
of one putting aside the branches. I would have thee betake thyself 
to play, and leave me to speak with him that comes yonder." 

“Is it the Black Man?" asked Pearl. 

“Wilt thou go and play, child?" repeated her mother. “But do 
not stray far into the wood. And take heed that thou come at my 
first call." 

“Yes, mother," answered Pearl. “But, if it be the Black Man, 
wilt thou not let me stay a moment, and look at him, with his big 
book under his arm?" 

“Go, silly child!" said her mother, impatiently. “It is no Black 
Man! Thou canst see him now through the trees. It is the minis- 
t»l" 

“And so it is!" said the child. “And, mother, he has his hand over 
his heart! Is it because, when the minister wrote his name in the 
book, the Black Man set his mark in that place? But why does he 
not wear it outside his bosom, as thou dost, mother?" 

“Go now, child, and thou shalt tease me as thou wilt another 
time," cried Hester Prynne. “But do not stray far. Keep where 
thou canst hear the babble of the brook." 

The child went singing away, following up the cunent of the 
brook, and striving to mingle a more lightsome cadence with its 
melancholy voice. But the little stream would not be comforted, 
and still kept telling its unintelligible secret of some very mourn¬ 
ful mystery that had happened—or making a prophetic lamenta¬ 
tion about something that was yet to happen—^within the verge 
of the dismal .forest. So Pearl, who had enough of shadow in her 
own little life, chose to break off all acquaintance with this repin¬ 
ing brook. She set herself, therefore, to gathering violets and wood- 
anemones, and some scarlet columbines that she found growing in 
the crevices of a high rock. 

When her elf-child had departed, Hester Prynne made a step 
or two towards the track that led through the forest, but still re¬ 
mained under the deep shadow of the trees. She beheld the minis¬ 
ter advancing along the path, entirely alone, and leaning on a 
staff which he had cut by the way-side. He looked haggard and 
feeble, and betrayed a nerveless despondency in his air, which 
had never so remarkably characterized him in his walks about the 
settlement, nor in any other situation where he deemed himself 
liable to notice. Here it was wofully visible, in this intense seclu¬ 
sion of the forest, which of itself would have been a heavy trial to 
the spirits. There was a lisdessness in his gai^ as if he saw no rea- 
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son for taking one step farther, nor felt any desire to do so, but 
would have been glad, could he be glad of any thin|^ to fling him¬ 
self down at the root of the nearest tree, and lie there passive 
for evermore. The leaves might bestrew him, and the soil gradually 
accumulate and form a little hillock over his frame, no matter 
whether there were life in it or no. Death was too definite aq ob¬ 
ject to be wished for, or avoided. 

To Hester’s eye, the Reverend Mr. Dimmesdale exhibited no 
symptom of positive and vivacious suffering, except that, as little 
Pearl had remarked, he kept his hand over his heart. 

XVII. The Pastor and His Parishioner 

Slowly as the minister walked, he had almost gone by, before 
Hester Prynne could gather voice enough to attract his observa¬ 
tion. At length, she succeeded. 

“Arthur Dimmesdalel” she said, faintly at first; then louder, but 
hoarsely. “Arthur Dimmesdalel” 

“Who speaks?” answered the minister. 

Gathering himself quickly up, he stood more erect, like a man 
taken by surprise in a mood to which he was reluctant to have 
witnesses. Throwing his eyes anxiously in the direction of the 
voice, he indistinctly beheld a form under the trees, clad in gar¬ 
ments so sombre, and so little relieved from the gray twilight into 
which the clouded sky and the heavy foliage had darkened the 
noontide, that he knew not whether it were a woman or a shadow. 
It may be, that his pathway through life was haunted thus, by a 
spectre that had stolen out from among his thoughts. 

He made a step nigher, and discovered the scarlet letter. 

“Hesterl Hester Prynnel” said he. “Is it thou? Art thou in life?” 

“Even sol” she answered. “In such life as has been mine these 
seven years pasti And thou, Arthur Dimmesdale, dost thou yet 
live?” 

It was no wonder that they thus questioned one another’s actual 
and bodily existence, and even doubted of their own. So strangely 
did they meet, in the dim wood, that it was like the first encounter, 
in the world beyond the grave, of two spirits who had been inti¬ 
mately connected in their former life, but now stood coldly shud¬ 
dering, in mutual dread; as not yet fomiliar with their state, nor 
wonted to the companionship of disembodied beings. Each a ghost, 
and awe-stricken at the other ghosti They were awe-stricken 
likewise at themselves; because the crisis flung back to them their 
consciousness, and revealed to each heart its history and experi¬ 
ence, as life never does, except at such breathless epochs. The soul 
beheld its features in the mirror of the passing moment. It was 
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with fear, and tremulously, and, as it were, by a slow, reluctant 
necessity, that Arthur Dimmesdalc put forth his hand, chvh as 
death, and touched the chill hand of Hester Prynne. The grasp, 
cold as it was, took away what was dreariest in the interview. They 
now felt themselves, at least, inhabitants of the same sphere. 

Without a word more spoken,—neither he nor she assuming the 
guidance, but with an unexpressed consent,—they glided back 
into the shadow of the woods, whence Hester had emerged, and 
sat down on the heap of moss where she and Pearl had before been 
sitting. When they found voice to speak, it was, at first, only to 
utter remarks and inquiries such as any two acquaintance might 
have made, about the gloomy sky, the threatening storm, and, 
next, the health of each. Thus they went onward, not boldly, but 
step by step, into the themes that were brooding deepest in their 
• hearts. So long estranged by fate and circumstances, they needed 
something slight and casual to run before, and throw open the 
doors of intercourse, so that their real thoughts might be led across 
the threshold. 

After a while, the minister fixed his eyes on Hester Prynne’s. 

“Hester,” said he, “hast thou found peace?” 

She smiled drearily, looking down upon her bosom. 

“Hast thou?” she asked. 

“None!—nothing but despair!” he answered. “What else could 
I look for, being what I am, and leading such a life as mine? 
Were I an atheist,—^a man devoid of conscience,—^a wretch with 
coarse and brutal instincts,—I might have found peace, long ere 
now. Nay, I never should have lost it! But, as matters stand with 
my soul, whatever of good capacity there originally was in me, all 
of God’s gifts that were the choicest have become the ministers 
of spiritual torment, flester, I am most miserable!” 

“The people reverence thee,” said Hester. “And surely thou 
workest good among them! Doth this bring thee no comfort?” 

“More misery, Hester!—only the more misery!” answered the 
clergyman,. with a bitter smile. “As concerns the good which I 
may appear to do, I have no faith in it. It must needs be a delusion. 
What can a ruined soul, like mine, effect towards the redemption 
of other souls?—or a polluted soul, towards their purification? And 
as for the people’s reverence, would that it were turned to scorn 
and hatred! Canst thou deem it, Hester, a consolation, that I must 
stand up in my pulpit, and meet so many eyes turned upward to 
my face, as if the light of heaven were beaming from it!—must 
see my flock hungry for the truth, and listening to my words as if 
a tongue of Pentecost were speaking!—and then look inward, and 
discern the black reality of what they idolize? I have laughed, in 
bitterness and agony of heart, at the contrast between what I seem 
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and what I ami And Satan laughs at itf' 

*Tou wrong yourself in this,” said Hester, gently. "You have 
deeply and sorely repented. Your sin is left behind you, in the 
days long past. Your present life is not less holy, in very truth, than 
it seems in people’s eyes. Is there no reality in the penitence thus 
sealed and witnessed by good works? And wherefore should it npt 
bring you peace?” 

"No, Hester, no!” replied the clergyman. "There is no sub¬ 
stance in itl It is cold and dead, and can do nothing for me! Of 
penance I have had enough! Of penitence there has been none! 
Else, I should long ago have thrown off these garments of mock 
holiness, and have shown myself to mankind as they will see me at 
the judgment-seat. Happy are you, Hester, that wear the scarlet 
letter openly upon your bosom! Mine bums in secret! Thou little 
knowest what a relief it is, after the torment of a seven years’ ‘ 
cheat, to look into an eye that recognizes me for what I am! Had 
I one friend,—or were it my worst enemy!—to whom, when sick¬ 
ened with the praises of all other men, I could daily betake my¬ 
self, and be known as the vilest of all sinners, methinks my soul 
might keep itself alive thereby. Even thus much of truth would 
save me! But now, it is all falsehood!—all emptiness!—all death!” 

Hester Prynne looked into his face, but hesitated to speak. Yet, 
uttering his long-restrained emotions so vehemently as he did, his 
words here offered her the very point of circumstances in which 
to interpose what she came to say. She conquered her fears, and 
spoke. 

"Such a friend as thou hast even now wished for,” said she, "with 
whom to weep over thy sin, thou hast in me, the partner of itl”— 
Again she hesitated, but brought out the words with an effort.— 
^Tbou hast long had such an enemy, and dwellest with him under 
the same roof!” 

The minister started to his feet, gasping for breath, and duteh- 
ing at his heart as if he would have tom it out of his bosom. 

"Ha! What sayest thou?” cried he. "An enemy! And under mine 
own roof! What mean you?” 

Hester Prynne was now fully sensible of the deep injury for which 
she was responsible to this unhappy man, in permitting him to lie 
for so many years, or, indeed, for a single moment, at the mercy 
of one, whose purposes could not be other than malevolent. The 
very contiguity of his enemy, beneath whatever mask the latter 
might conceal himself, was enough to disturb the magnetic sphere 
of a being so sensitive as Arthur Dimmesdale. There had been a 
period when Hester was less alive to this consideration; or, perhaps, 
in the misanthropy of her own trouble, she left the minister to b^r 
what she might picture to herself as a more tolerable doom. But of 
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laic, since the night of his vi^, all hct sympathies towards him 
had been both softened and invigorated. She now read his heart 
more accurately. She doubted not, that the continual presence of 
Roger Chillingworth,—^thc secret poison of his malignity, infecting 
all the air about him,—and his authorized int^erence, as a 
physician, with the minister’s physical and spiritual infirmities,— 
that these bad opportunities had been turned to a cruel purpose. 
By means of them, the sufferer’s conscience had been kept in an 
irritated state, the tendency of which was, not to cure by whole¬ 
some pain, but to disorganize and corrupt his spiritual bdng. Its 
result, on earth, could hardly fail to be insanity, and hereafter, that 
eternal alienation from the Good and True, of which madness 
is perhaps the earthly type. 

Such was the ruin to which she had brought the man, once,— 
*nay, why should we not speak it?—still so passionately lovedi 
Hester felt that the sacrifice of the clergyman’s good name, and 
death itself, as she had already told Roger Chillingworth, would 
have been infinitely preferable to the alternative which she had 
taken upon herself to choose. And now, rather than have had this 
grievous wrong to confess, she would gladly have lain down on the 
fores'’-leaves, and died there, at Arthur Dimmesdale’s feet. 

”0 Arthur,” cried she, “forgive mel In all things else, I have 
striven to be true! Truth was the one virtue which I might have 
held fast, and did hold fast through all extremity; save when thy 
good,—thy life,—thy fame,—^were put in question! Then I con¬ 
sented to a deception. But a lie is never good, even though death 
threaten on the other side! Dost thou not see what I would say? 
That old man!—the physician!—he whom they call Roger Chil¬ 
lingworth!—he was my husband!” 

The minister looked at her, for an instant, with all that violence 
of passion, which—^intermixed, in more shapes than one, with his 
higher, purer, softer qualities—^was, in fact, the portion of him 
which the Devil claimed, and through which he sought to win 
the rest. Never was there a blacker or a fiercer frown, than Hester 
now encountered. For the brief space that it lasted, it was a dark 
transfiguration. But his character had been so much enfeebled by 
suffering, that even its lower energies were incapable of more than 
a temporary struggle. He sank down on the ground, and buried his 
face in his hands. 

“I might have known it!” murmured he. “I did know it! Was 
not the secret told me in the natural recoil of my heart, at the first 
sight of him, and as often as I have seen him since? Why did I not 
understand? O Hester Ptynne, thou little, little knowest all the 
horror of this thing! And the shame!—the indelicacy!—^the hor¬ 
rible ugliness of this exposure of a sick and guilty heart to the very 
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eye that would gloat over iti Woman, woman, thou art accountable 
for thisi I cannot forgive thee!” 

“TTiou shalt forgive me!” cried Hester, flinging herself on the 
fallen leaves beside him. “Let God punish! Tliou shalt forgive!” 

With sudden and desperate tenderness, she threw her arms 
around him, and pressed his head against her bosom; little car¬ 
ing though his cheek rested on the scarlet letter. He would have 
released himself, but strove in vain to do so. Hester would not set 
him free, lest he should look her sternly in the face. All the world 
had frowned on her,—for seven long years had it frowned upon 
this lonely woman,—^and still she bore it all, nor ever once turned 
away her firm, sad eyes. Heaven, likewise, had frowned upon her, 
and she had not died. But the frown of this pale, weak, sinful, and 
sorrow-stricken man was what Hester could not bear, and live! 

"Wilt thou yet forgive me?” she repeated, over and over again.* 
"Wilt thou not frown? Wilt thou forgive?” 

"I do forgive you, Hester,” replied the minister, at length, with 
a deep utterance out of an abyss of sadness, but no anger. "I freely 
forgive you now. May God forgive us both! We are not, Hester, the 
worst sinners in the world. There is one worse than even the pol¬ 
luted priest! That old man's revenge has been blacker than my 
sin. He has violated, in cold blood, the sanctity of a human heart. 
Thou and I, Hester, never did so!” 

"Never, never!” whispered she. “What we did had a consecration 
of its own. We felt it so! We said so to each other! Hast thou for¬ 
gotten it?” 

“Hush, Hester!” said Arthur Dimmesdale, rising from the 
ground. "No; I have not forgotten!” 

They sat down again, side by side, and hand clasped in hand, on 
the mossy trunk of the fallen tree. Life had never brought them a 
gloomier hour; it was the point whither their pathway had so 
long been tending, and darkening ever, as it stole along;—^and 
yet it inclosed a charm that made them linger upon it, and claim 
another, and another, and, after all, another moment. Tlie forest 
was obscure around them, and creaked with a blast that was pass¬ 
ing through it. The boughs were tossing heavily above their 
heads; while one solemn old tree groaned dolefully to another, as 
if telling the sad story of the pair that sat beneath, or constrained 
to forebode evil to come. 

And yet they lingered. How dreary looked the forest-track that 
led backward to the settlement, where Hester Prynne must take 
up again the burden of her ignominy, and the minister the hollow 
mockery of his good name! So they lingered an instant longer. No 
golden light had ever been so precious as the gloom of this dark 
forest. Here, seen only by his eyes, the scarlet letter need not bum 
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into the bosom of the fallen womanl Here, seen only by her eyes, 
Arthur Dimmesdale, false to God and man, might be, for one mo¬ 
ment, true! 

He started at a thought that suddenly occurred to him. 

“Hester," cried he, “here is a new horrorl Roger Chillingworth 
knows your purpose to reveal his true character. Will he con¬ 
tinue, then, to keep our secret? What will now be the course of his 
revenge?” 

“There is a strange secrecy in his nature,” replied Hester, 
thoughtfully; “and it has grown upon him by the hidden practices 
of his revenge. I deem it not likely that he will betray the secret. 
He will doubtless seek other means of satiating his dark passion.” 

“And I!—how am I to live longer, breathing the same air with 
this deadly enemy?” exclaimed Arthur Dimmesdale, shrinking 
* within himself, and pressing his hand nervously against his heart,— 
a gesture that had grown involuntary with him. “Think for me, 
Hester! Thou art strong. Resolve for me!” 

“Thou must dwell no longer with this man,” said Hester, slowly 
and firmly. “Thy heart must be no longer under his evil eye!” 

“It were far worse than death!” replied the minister. “But how 
to avoid it? What choice remains to me? Shall I lie down again 
on these withered leaves, where I cast myself when thou didst tell 
me what he was? Must I sink down there, and die at once?” 

“Alas, what a ruin has befallen thee!” said Hester, with the 
tears gushing into her eyes. “Wilt thou die for very weakness? 
There is no other cause!” 

“The judgment of God is on me,” answered the conscience- 
stricken priest. “It is too mighty for me to struggle with!” 

“Heaven would show mercy,” rejoined Hester, “hadst thou but 
the strength to take advantage of it.” 

“Be thou strong for me!” answered he. “Advise me what to do.” 

“Is the world then so narrow?” exclaimed Hester Prynne, fixing 
her deep eyes on the minister's, and instinctively exercising a mag¬ 
netic power over a spirit so shattered and subdued, that it could 
hardly hold itself erect. “Doth the universe lie within the com¬ 
pass of yonder town, which only a little time ago was but a leaf- 
strewn desert, as lonely as this around us? Whither leads yonder 
forest-track? Backward to the settlement, thou sayest! Yes; but 
onward, tool Deeper it goes, and deeper, into the wilderness, less 
plainly to be seen at every step; until, some few miles hence, the yel¬ 
low leaves will show no vestige of the white man’s tread. There thou 
art free! So brief a journey would bring thee from a world where 
thou hast been most wretched, to one where thou mayest still be 
happy! Is there not shade enough in all this boundless forest to 
hide thy heart from the gaze of Roger Chillingworth?” 
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*Tcs, Hester; but only under the fallen leavesl"' replied the 
minister, with a sad smile. 

“Then there is the broad pathway of the seal" continued 
Hester. “It brought thee hither. If thou so choose, it will bear thee 
back again. In our native land, whether in some remote rural vil¬ 
lage or in vast London,—or, surely, in Germany, in France, in 
pleasant Italy,—thou wouldst be beyond his power and knowledge! 
And what hast thou to do with all these iron men, and their 
opinions? They have kept thy better part in bondage too long al¬ 
ready!" 

“It cannot be!" answered the minister, listening as if he were 
called upon to realize a dream. “I am powerless to go. Wretched 
and sinfal as I am, 1 have had no other thought than to drag on 
my earthly existence in the sphere where Providence hath placed 
me. Lost as my own soul is, I would still do what I may for other 
human souls! 1 dare not quit my post, though an unfaithful sen¬ 
tinel, whose sure reward is death and dishonor, when his dreary 
watch shall come to an end!" 

“Thou are crushed under this seven years' weight of misery," re¬ 
plied Hester, fervently resolved to buoy him up with her own 
energy. “But thou shalt leave it all behind thee! It shall not cum¬ 
ber thy steps, as thou treadest along the forest-path; neither shalt 
thou freight the ship with it, if thou prefer to cross the sea. Leave 
this wreck and rain here where it hath happened! Meddle no more 
with it! Begin aU anew! Hast thou exhausted possibility in the 
failure of this one trial? Not so! The future is yet full of trial 
and success. There is happiness to be enjoyed! There is good to be 
done! Exchange this false life of thine for a true one. Be, if thy 
spirit summon thee to such a mission, the teacher and apostle of 
the red men. Or,—as is more thy nature,—be a scholar and a sage 
among the wisest and the most renowned of the cultivated world. 
Preach! Write! Act! Do anything, save to lie down and die! Give 
up this name of Arthur Dimmesdale, and make thyself another, 
and a high one, such as thou canst wear without fear or shame. 
Why shouldst thou tarry so much as one other day in the torments 
that have so gnawed into thy life!—that have made thee feeble to 
will and to do!—^that will leave thee powerless even to repent! Up, 
and away!" 

“O Hester!" cried Arthur Dimmesdale, in whose eyes a fitful 
light, kindled by her enthusiasm, flashed up and died away, “thou 
tellest of running a race to a man whose knees are tottering beneath 
him! I must die here. There is not the strength or courage left 
me to venture into the wide, strange, difEcult world, alone!" 

It was the last expression of the despondency of a broken 
spirit. He lacked energy to grasp the better fortune that seemed 
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withii| his reach. 

He repeated the word. 

“Alone, Hester!'* 

**"rhou shalt not go alone!** answered she, in a deep whisper* 
Then, all was spoken! 


XVIIl. A Flood of Sunshine 

Arthur Dimmesdale gazed into Hester's face with a look in 
which hope and joy shone out, indeed, but with fear betwixt them, 
and a kind of horror at her boldness, who had spoken what he 
vaguely hinted at, but dared not speak. 

But Hester Prynne, with a mind of native courage and activity, 
and for so long a period not merely estranged, but outlawed, from 
< society, had habituated herself to such latitude of speculation as 
was altogether foreign to the clergyman. She had wandered, without 
rule or guidance, in a moral wilderness; as vast, as intricate and 
shadowy, as the untamed forest, amid the gloom of which they 
were now holding a colloquy that was to decide their fate. Her 
intellect and heart had their home, as it were, in desert places, 
where she roamed as freely as the wild Indian in his woods. For 
years past she had looked from this estranged point of view at 
human institutions, and whatever priests or legislators had estab* 
lishcd; criticizing all with hardly more reverence than the Indian 
would feel for the clerical band, the judicial robe, the pillory, the 
gallows, the fireside, or the church. The tendency of her fate and 
fortunes had been to set her free. The scarlet letter was her passport 
into regions where other women dared not tread. Shame, Despair, 
Solitude! These had been her teachers,—stem and wild ones,--* 
and they had made her strong, but taught her much amiss. 

The minister, on the other hand, had never gone through an 
experience calculated to lead him beyond the scope of generally 
received laws; although, in a single instance, he had so fearfully 
transgressed one of the most sacred of them. But this had been a 
sin of passion, not of principle, nor even purpose. Since that 
wretched epoch, he had watched, with morbid zeal and minuteness, 
not his acts,—for those it was easy to anange,—^but each breath of 
emotion, and his every thought. At the head of the social system, 
as the clergymen of that day stood, he was only the more tram¬ 
melled by its regulations, its principles, and even its prejudices. As 
a priest, the framework of his order inevitably hemm^ him in. 
As a man who had once sinned, but who kept his conscience all 
alive and painfully sensitive by the fretting of an unhealed wound, 
he might have b<^ supposed safer within the line of virtue^ than 
if he had never sinned at all. 
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Thus, we seem to see that, as regarded Hester Piynne, the whole 
seven years of outlaw and ignominy had been little other than a 
preparation for this very hour. But Arthur Dimmesdalel Were such 
a man once more to fall, what plea could be urged in extenuation 
of his crime? None; unless it avail him somewhat, that he was 
broken down by long and exquisite suffering; that his mind was 
darkened and confused by the very remorse which harrowed it; that, 
between fleeing as an avowed criminal, and remaining as a hypo¬ 
crite, conscience might find it hard to strike the balance; that it 
was human to avoid the peril of death and infamy, and the inscruta* 
ble machinations of an enemy; that, finally, to this poor pilgrim, on 
his dreary and desert path, feint, sick, miserable, there appeared a 
glimpse of human affection and S3rmpathy, a new life, and a true 
one, in exchange for the heavy doom which he was now expiating. 
And be the stem and sad tmth spoken, that the breach which guilt 
has once made into the human soul is never, in this mortal state, 
repaired. It may be watched and guarded; so that the enemy shall 
not force his way again into the citadel, and might even, in his sub¬ 
sequent assaults, select some other avenue, in preference to that 
where he had formerly succeeded. But there is still the ruined wall, 
and, near it, the stealthy tread of the foe that would win over again 
his unforgotten triumph. 

The struggle, if there were one, need not be described. Let it 
suffice, that the clergyman resolved to flee, and not alone. 

*'If, in all these past seven years," thought he, "1 could recall 
one instant of peace or hope, 1 would yet endure, for the sake ot 
that earnest of Heaven’s mercy. But now,—since I am irrevocably 
doomed,—^wherefore should I not snatch the solace allowed to the 
condemned culprit before his execution? Or, if this be the path 
to a better life, as Hester would persuade me, I surely give up no 
feirer prospect by pursuing it! Neither can I any longer live without 
her companionship; so powerful is she to sustain,—so tender to 
soothe! O Thou to whom 1 dare not lift mine eyes, wilt Thou yet 
pardon me!” 

"Thou wilt go!" said Hester calmly, as he met her glance. 

The decision once made, a glow of strange enjoyment threw its 
flickering brightness over the trouble of his breast. It .was the ex¬ 
hilarating effect—upon a prisoner just escaped from the dungeon 
of his own heart—of breathing the wild, free atmosphere of an 
unredeemed, unchristianized,, lawless region. His spirit rose, as it 
were, with a bound, and attained a nearer prospect of the sky, than 
throughout all the misery which had kept him grovelling on the 
earth. Of a deeply religious temperament, there was inevitably a 
tinge of the devotional in his mood. 
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**Do 1 feel joy again?** cried he, wondering at himself. **M»> 
thought the gem of it was dead in me! O Hester, thou art my 
better angel! I seem to have flung myself—sick, sin-stained, and 
sorrow-blackened—down upon these forest-leaves, and to have 
risen up all made anew, and with new powers to glorify Him that 
hath been merciful? This is already the better life! Why did we 
not find it sooner?” 

“Let us not look back,*’ answered Hester Prynne. “The past is 
gone! Wherefore should we linger upon it now? Seel With this 
symbol, I undo it aH, and make it as it had never been!” 

So speaking, she undid the clasp that fastened the scarlet letter, 
and, taking it from her bosom, threw it to a distance among the 
withered leaves. The mystic token alighted on the hither verge of 
die stream. With a hand's breadth farther flight it would have 
rallen into the water, and have given the little brook another woe 
to carry onward, besides the unintelligible tale which it still kept 
murmuring about. But there lay the embroidered letter, glittering 
like a lost jewel, which some ill-fated wanderer might pick up, and 
thenceforth be haunted by strange phantoms of guilt, sinkings (rf 
the heart, and unaccountable misfortune. 

The stigma gone, Hester heaved a long, deep sigh, in which the 
burden of shame and anguish departed from her spirit. O exquisite 
relief! She had not known the weight, until she felt the freedom! 
By another impulse, she took off the formal cap that confined her 
hair; and ddwn it fell upon her shoulders, dark and rich, with at 
once a shadow and a light in its abundance, and imparting the 
charm of softness to her features. There played around her mouth, 
and beamed out of her eyes, a radiant and tender smile, that seemed 
gushing from the very heart of womanhood. A crimson flush was 
glowing on her cheek, that had been long so pale. Her sex, her 
youth, and the whole richness of her beauty, came back from what 
men call the irrevocable past, and clustered themselves, with her 
maiden hope, and a happiness before unknown, within the magic 
circle of this hour. And, as if the gloom of the earth and sky had 
been but the effluence of these two mortal hearts, it vanished with 
their sonow. All at once, as with a sudden smile of heaven, forth 
burst the sunshine, pouring a very flood into the obscure forest, 
{^addening each green leaf, transmuting the yellow fallen ones to 
gold, and gleaming adown the gray trunks of the solemn trees. The 
objects that had made a shadow hitherto, embodied the brightness 
now. The course of the little brook might be traced by its merry 
gileam afar into the wood’s heart of mystery, which had become a 
mystery of joy. 

Such was the sympathy of Nature—^that wild, heathen Nature 
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of the forest, never subjugated by human law, nor illumined 
higher tnith—with the bliss of these two spiritsi Love, whether 
newly bom, or aroused from a deathlike slumber, must always 
create a sunshine, filling the heart so full of radiance, that it over¬ 
flows upon the outward world. Had the forest still kept its gloom, 
it would have been bright in Hester's eyes, and bright in Arthur 
Diromesdale'sl 

Hester looked at him with the thrill of another joy. 

“Thou must know Pearl!" said she. “Our little Pearl! Thou hast 
seen her,—^ycs, I know it!—^but thou wilt see her now with other 
eyes. She is a strange child! I hardly comprehend her! But thou 
i^t love her dearly, as I do, and wilt advise me how to deal with 
her." 

“Dost thou think the child will be glad to know me?" asked the 
minister, somewhat uneasily. “1 have long shmnk from children, 
because they often show a distrust ,—z backwardness to be familiar 
with me. I have even been afraid of little Pearl!" 

“Ah, that was sad!" answered the mother. “But she will love thee 
dearly, and thou her. She is not far off. I will call her! Pearl! Pearl!" 

“1 see the child," observed the minister. “Yonder she is, standing 
in a streak of sunshine, a good way off, on the other side of the 
brook. So thou thinkest the child will love me?" 

Hester smiled, and again called to Pearl, who was visible, at some 
distance, as the minister had described her, like a bright-apparelled 
vision, in a sunbeam, which fell dovm upon her through an arch of 
boi^hs. The ray quivered to and fro, making her ^re dim or 
distinct,—^now like a real child, now like a child's spirit,—^as the 
sjflendor went and came again. She heard her mother's voice, and 
approached slowly through the forest. 

Pearl had not found the hour pass wearisomely, while her mother 
sat talking with the clergyman. The great black forest—stem as it 
showed itself to those who brought the guilt and troubles of the 
world into its bosom—^became the playmate of the lonely infant, 
as well as it knew how. Sombre as it was, it put on the kindest of 
its moods to welcome her. It offered her the partridge-berries, the 
growth of the preceding autumn, but ripening only in the spring 
and now red as drops of blood upon the withered leaves. These 
Pearl gathered, and was pleased with their wild flavor. The small 
denizens of the wilderness hardly took pains to move out of her 
path. A partridge, indeed, with a brood of ten behind her, ran 
forward threateningly, but soon reputed of her fierceness, and 
clucked to her young ones not to be afraid. A pigeon, alone on a 
low branch, allowed Pearl to come beneath, and uttered a sound 
as much of greeting as alarm. A squirrel, from the lofty depths of 
his domestic tree, chattered either in anger or merriment,—^for a 
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squirrel is such a choleric and humorous little personage that it is 
hard to distinguish between his moods,—so be chatt^ at the 
child, and flung down a nut upon her head. It was a last year’s 
nut, and already gnawed by his sharp tooth. A fox, startled from 
his sleep by her light footst^ on the leaves, looked inquisitively at 
Pearl, as doubting whether it were better to steal <^, or renew his 
nap on the same spot. A wolf, it is said,—^but here the tale has 
surely lapsed into the improbable,—came up, and smelt of Pearl's 
robe, and offered his savage head to be patted by her hand. The 
truth seems to be, however, that the mother>fores^ and these wild 
things which it nourished, all recognized a kindred wildness in 
die human child. 

And she was gentler here than in the grassy-maigined streets 
the settlement, or in her mother's cottage. The flowers appeared to 
Imow it; and one and another whispered, as she passed, "Adorn 
thyself with me, thou beautiful child, adorn thyself with mel"— 
and, to please them, Pearl gathered the violets, and anemones, and 
columbines, and some twigs of the freshest green, which the old 
trees held down before her eyes. With these she decorated her hair, 
and her young waist, and became a nymph-child, or an infant 
diyad, or whatever else was in closest sympathy with die antique 
wood. In such guise had Pearl adorned herself, when she heard 
her mother’s voice, and came slowly back. 

Slowly; for she saw the clergymani 


XIX. The Child at the Brook-Side 

"Thou wilt love her dearly," repeated Hester Ptynne, as she and 
the minister sat watching littie Pearl. "Dost thou not think her 
beautiful? And see with what natural skill she has made those 
simple flowers adorn herl Had she gathered pearls, and diamonds, 
and rubies, in the wood, they could not have become her better. 
She is a splendid childl But I know whose brow she has!" 

"Dost thou know, Hester," said Arthur Dimmesdale, with an 
unquiet smile, “that this dear child, tripping about always at thy 
side, hath caused me many an alarm? Methought—O Hester, what 
a thought is that, and how terrible to dread iti—^that my own 
features were partly repeated in her face, and so strikingly that the 
world might see them! But she is mostly thinel" 

"No, nol Not mostlyl" answered the mother with a tender smile. 
"A little longer, and thou needest not to be afraid to trace whose 
child she is. But how strangely beautiful she looks, with those wild 
flowers in her hairl It is as if one of the fairies, whom we left in 
our dear old England, had decked her out to meet us." 

It was with a feeling which neither of them had ever before ex- 
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perienced, that they sat and watched Pearl’s slow advance. In her 
was visible the tie that united them. She had been offered to the 
world, these seven years past, as the living hieroglyphic, in which 
was revealed the secret they so darkly sought to hide,—^all written 
in this symbol,—all plainly manifest,—had there been a prophet 
or magician skilled to read the character of flamel And Pearl was 
the oneness of their being. Be the foregone evil what it might, 
how could they doubt that their earthly lives and future destinies 
were conjoined, when they beheld at once the material union, and 
the spiritual idea, in whom they met, and were to dwell immortally 
together? Thoughts like these—and perhaps other thoughts, which 
they did not acknowledge or define—threw an awe about the child, 
as she came onward. 

“Let her see nothing strange—no passion nor eagerness—in thy 
way of accosting her,” whispered Hester. “Our Pearl is a fitful and 
fantastic little elf, sometimes. Especially, she is seldom tolerant of 
emotion, when she does not fully comprehend the why and where¬ 
fore. But the child hath strong affections! She loves me, and will 
love thee!” 

“Thou canst not think,’’ said the minister, glancing aside at 
Hester Prynne, “how my heart dreads this interview, and yearns for 
it! But, in truth, as I already told thee, children are not readily 
won to be familiar with me. 'They will not climb my knee, nor 
prattle in my ear, nor answer to my smile; but stand apart, and 
eye me strangely. Even little babes, when I take them in my arms, 
weep bitterly. Yet Pearl, twice in her little lifetime, hath been kind 
to me! The first time,—thou knowest it well! The last was when 
thou ledst her with thee to the house of yonder stem old Governor.’’ 

“And thou didst plead so bravely in her behalf and mine!’’ an¬ 
swered the mother. “I remember it; and so shall little Pearl. Fear 
nothing! She may be strange and shy at first, but will soon leam 
to love thee!’’ 

By this time Pearl had reached the margin of the brook, and 
stood on the farther side, gazing silently at Hester and the clergy¬ 
man, who still sat together on the mossy tree-trunk, waiting to re¬ 
ceive her. Just where she had paused the brook chanced to form a 
pool, so smooth and quiet that it reflected a perfect image of her 
little figure, with all the brilliant picturesqueness of her beauty, in 
its adornment of flowers and wreathed foliage, but more refined and 
spiritualized than the reality. This image, so nearly identical with 
the living Pearl, seemed to communicate somewhat of its own 
shadowy and intangible quality to the child herself. It was strange, 
the way in which Pearl stood, looking so steadfastly at them through 
the dim medium of the forest-gloom; herself, meanwhile, all glori- 
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fied with a ray of sunshine, that was attracted thitherward as 6y a 
certain sympathy. In the brook beneath stood another child,— 
another and the same,—^with likewise its ray of golden light. Hester 
felt herself, in some indistinct and tantalizing manner, estranged 
from Pearl; as if the child, in her lonely ramble through the forest, 
had strayed out of the sphere in which she and her mother dwelt 
together, and was now vainly seeking to return to it. 

There was both truth and error in the impression; the child and 
mother were estranged, but through Hester's fault, not Pearl’s. 
Since the latter rambled from her side, another inmate had been 
admitted within the circle of the mother’s feelings, and so modiSed 
the aspect of them all, that Pearl, the returning wanderer, could 
not find her wonted place, and hardly knew where she was. 

*T have a strange fancy,” observed the sensitive minister, ”that 
this brook is the boundary between two worlds, and that thou canst 
never meet thy Pearl again. Or is she an elfish spirit, who, as the 
legends of our childhood taught us, is forbidden to cross a running 
stream? Pray hasten her; for this delay has already imparted a tremor 
to my nerves.” 

“Come, dearest child!” said Hester encouragingly, and stretching 
out both her arms. “How slow thou art! When hast thou been so 
sluggish before now? Here is a friend of mine, who must be tHy 
friend also. Thou wilt have twice as much love, henceforward, as 
thy mother alone could give thee! Leap across the brook and come 
to us. Thou canst leap like a young deer!” 

Pearl, without responding in any manner to these honey-sweet 
expressions, remained on the other side of the brook. Now she fixed 
her bright, wild eyes on her mother, now on the minister, and 
now included them both in the same glance; as if to detect and 
explain to herself the relation which they bore to one another. For 
some unaccountable reason, as Arthur Dimmesdale felt the child’s 
eyes upon himself, his hand—^with that gesture so habitual as to 
ha\c b^me involuntary—stole over his heart. At length, assuming 
a singular air of authority. Pearl stretched out her hand, with the 
small forefinger extended, and pointing evidently towards her 
mother’s breast. And beneath, in the mirror of the brook, there 
was the flower-girdled and sunny image of little Pearl, pointing 
her small forefinger too. 

“Thou strange child, why dost thou not come to me?” exclaimed 
Hester. 

Pearl still pointed with her forefinger; and a frown gathered on 
her brov^ the more impressive from the childish, the almost baby¬ 
like aspect of the. features that conveyed it. As her mother still kept 
beckoning to her, and znvying her face in a holiday suit of unac- 
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customed smOes, the child stamped her foot with a yet more im- 
perious look and gesture. In the brook, again, was the fontastic 
beauty of the image, with its reflected frown, its pointed finger, and 
imperious gesture, giving emphasis to the aspect of little Pearl. 

‘"Hasten, Pearl; or I shall be angry with thee!" cried Hester 
Prynn^ whr^ however inured to such behaviour on the e]f-^hild‘s 
part at other seasons, was naturally anxious for a more seemly de¬ 
portment now. “Leap across the brook, naughty child, and run 
hitherl Else 1 must come to theel'* 

But Pearl, not a whit startled at her mother’s threats, any more 
than mollified by her entreaties, now suddenly burst into a fit of 
passion, gesticulating violently, and throwing her small figure into 
the most extravagant contortions. She accompanied this wild out¬ 
break with piercing shrieks, which the woods reverberated on all 
sides; so that, alone as she was in her childish and unreasonable 
wrath, it seemed as if a hidden multitude were lending her their 
sympathy and encouragement. Seen in the brook, once more, was 
the shadowy wrath of Pearl’s image, crowned and girdled with 
flowers, but stamping its foot, wildly gesticulating, and, in the midst 
of all, still pointing its small forefinger at Hester’s bosomi 
“I see what ails the child,” whispered Hester to the clergyman, 
and turning pale in spite of a strong effort to conceal her trouble 
and annoyance. “Children will not abide any, the slightest, change 
in the accustomed aspect of things that are daily before their eyes. 
Pearl misses something which she has always seen me wearl” 

“I pray you,” answered the minister, “if thou hast any means of 
pacifying the child, do it forthwithi Save it were the cankered wrath 
of an old witch, like Mistress Hibbins,” added he, attempting to 
smile, “1 know nothing that I would not sooner encounter than 
this passion in a child. In Pearl’s young beauty, as in the wrinkled 
witch, it has a preternatural effect. Pacify her, if thou lovest mel” 
Hester tum^ again towards Pearl, with a crimson blush upon 
her cheek, a conscious ^ance aside at the clergyman, and then a 
heavy sigh; while, even before she had time to speak, the blush 
yielded to a deadly pallor. 

“Pearl,” said sh^ sadly, “look down at thy feetl Therel—^before 
theel—on the hither side of the brooki” 

The chfld turned her eyes to the point indicated; and there lay 
the scarlet letter, so dose upon the margin of the stream, that the 
gold embroidery was reflect^ in it. 

“Bring it hitherl” said Hester. 

“Come thou and take it upl” answered Pearl. 

“Was ever sudi a chfldi” observed Hester aside to the minister. 
“O, I have mudi to tdl thee about her. But, in very truth, she is 
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right as legaxds this hateful token. I must bear its torture yet a 
little longer,—only a few days kmger,-Hmtil we shall have left 
this region, and look back hither as to a land which we have 
dreamt of. The forest cannot hide iti The mid-ocean shall take it 
from my hand, and swallow it up for everr' 

With these words, she advanced to die margin of the brook, 
took up the scarlet letter, and fastened it again into her bos(nn. 
Hopefully, but a moment ago, as Hester had spoken of drowning it 
in the deep sea, there was a sense of inevitable doom upon her, as 
she thus received back this deadly symbol from the hand of bite. 
She had flung it into infinite space!—she had drawn an hour’s free 
breath!—and here again was the scarlet misery, glittering on the old 
spot! So it ever is, whether thus typified or no, that an evil deed 
invests itself with the character of doom. Hester next gathered up 
the heavy tresses of her hair, and confined them beneath her cap. 
As if there were a withering spell in the sad letter, her beauty, die 
warmth and richness of her womanhood, departed, like fading sun¬ 
shine; and a gray shadow seemed to fall across her. 

\Vhen the dreary change ivas wrought, she extended her hand to 
Pearl. 

’’Dost thou know thy mother now, child?” asked she, reproadi- 
fully, but with a subdued tone. ’’Wilt thou come across the brook, 
and own thy mother, now that she has her shame upon her,—^now 
that she is sad?” 

”Yes; now I will!” answered the child, bounding across the brook, 
and clasping Hester in her arms. ’’Now thou art my mother indeed! 
And I am thy little Pearl!” 

In a mood of tenderness that was not usual with her, she drew 
down her mother’s head, and kissed her brow and both her cheeks. 
But then- -by a kind of necessity that always impelled this child 
to alloy whatever comfort she might chance to give with a throb of 
anguish—Pearl put up her mouth, and kissed the scarlet letter too! 

“That was not kind!” said Hester. “When thou hast shown me 
a little love, thou mockest me!” 

“Why doth the minister sit yonder?” asked Pearl. 

“He waits to welcome thee,” replied her mother. “Come thou, 
and entreat his blessing! He loves thee, my little Pearl, and loves 
thy mother too. Wilt thou not love him? Come! he longs to greet 
thee!” 

“Doth he love us?” said Pearl, looking up with acute intelligence 
into her mother’s face. “Will he go back with us, hand in hand, 
we three together, into the town?” 

“Not now, dear child,” answered Hester. “But in days to come 
he will walk hand in hand with us. We will have a home and 
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fireside of our own; and thou shalt sit upon his knee; and he will 
teach thee many things, and love thee dearly. Thou wilt love him; 
wilt thou not?" 

"And will he always keep his hand over his heart?" inquired 
Pearl. 

"Foolish chfld, what a question is that!" exclaimed her qpother. 
"Come and ask his blessing!" 

But, whether influenced by the jealousy that seems instinctive 
with every petted child towards a dangerous rival, or from what- 
ever caprice of her freakish nature. Pearl would show no favor to 
the clergyman. It was only by an exertion of force that her mother 
brought her up to him, hanging back, and manifesting her reluc> 
tance by odd grimaces; of which, ever since her babyhood, she had 
possessed a singular variety, and could transform her mobile physi¬ 
ognomy into a series of different aspects, with a new mischief in 
them, each and all. The minister—^painfully embarrassed, but 
hoping that a kiss might prove a talisman to admit him into the 
child's kindlier regards—^bent forward, and impressed one on her 
brow. Hereupon, Pearl broke away from her mother, and, running 
to the brool^ stooped over it, and bathed her forehead, until the 
unwelcome kiss was quite washed off, and diffused through a long 
lapse of the gliding water. She then remained apart, silently watch¬ 
ing Hester and the clergyman; while they talked together, and made 
such arrangements as were suggested by their new position, and the 
purposes soon to be fulfilled. 

And now this fateful interview had come to a close. The dell was 
to be left a solitude among its dark, old trees, which, with their 
multitudinous tongues, would whisper long of what had passed 
there, and no mortal be the wiser. And the melancholy brook would 
add this other tale to the mystery with which its little heart was 
already overburdened, and whereof it still kept up a murmuring 
babble, with not a whit more cheerfulness of tone than for ages 
heretofore. 


XX. The Minister in a Maze 

As the minister departed, in advance of Hester Prynne and little 
Pearl, he threw a backward glance; half expecting that he should 
discover only some faintly traced features or outline of the mother 
and the child, slowly fading into the twilight of the woods. So great 
a vicissitude in his life could not at once be received as real. But 
there was Hester, clad in her gray robe, still standing beside the 
tree-trunk, which some blast had overthrown a long antiquity ago, 
and which time had ever since been covering with moss, so that 
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these two fated ones, with earth's heaviest burden on them, might 
there sit down together, and find a single hour’s rest and solace. 
And there was Pearl, too, lightly dancing from the margin of the 
brook,—now that the intrusive third person was gonc^—and taking 
her old place by her mother’s side. So the minister had not fallen 
asleep, and dreamedl 

In order to free his mind from this indistinctness and duplicity 
of impression, which vexed it with a strange disquietude, he recalled 
and more thoroughly defined the plans which Hester and himself 
had sketched for their departure. It had been determined between 
them, that the Old World, with its crowds and cities, offered them 
a more eligible shelter and concealment than the wilds of New 
England, or all America, with its alternatives of an Indian wigwam, 
or the few settlements of Europeans, scattered thinly along the 
seaboard. Not to speak of the clergyman's health, so inadequate to 
sustain the hardships of a forest life, his native gifts, his culture, 
and his entire development would secure him a home only in the 
midst of civilization and refinement; the higher the state, the more 
delicately adapted to it the man. In furtherance of this choice, 
it so happened that a ship lay in the harbour; one of those ques> 
tionable cruisers, frequent at that day, which, without being abso¬ 
lutely outlaws of the deep, yet roamed over its surface with a re¬ 
markable irresponsibility of character. This vessel had recently 
arrived from the Spanish Main, and, within three days' time, 
would sail for Bristol. Hester Ptynne—^whose vocation, as a self- 
enlisted Sister of Charity, had brought her acquainted wth the cap¬ 
tain and crew—could take upon herself to secure the passage of 
two individuals and a child, with all the secrecy which circum¬ 
stances rendered more than desirable. 

The minister had inquired of Hester, with no little interest, the 
precise time at which the vessel might be expected to depart. It 
would probably be on the fourth day from the present. 'That is 
most fortunatel" he had then said to himself. Now, why the Rev¬ 
erend Mr. Dimmesdale considered it so very fortunate, we hesitate 
to reveal. Nevertheless,—to hold nothing back from the reader,—^it 
was because, on the third day from the present, he was to preach 
the Election Sermon;^ and, as such an occasion formed an hon¬ 
orable epoch in the life of a New England clergyman, he could not 
have chanced upon a more suitable mode and time of terminating 
his professional career. ”At least, they shall say of me," thought 
this exemplary man, "that I leave no public duty unperformed, nor 


8. The Election Sermon was preached ance coinciding also with the opening 
ott the inauguration day of the newly session of the legislature. It was tte 
dectod governor, a customary obaerv- highest honor accorded a clergyman. 
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ill perfonnedi'* Sad, indeed, that an introspection so profound and 
acute as this poor minister's should be so miserably deceivedi We 
have had, and may still have, worse things to tell of him; but none^ 
we apprehend, so pitiably weak; no evidence, at once so slight and 
inefragable, of a subtle disease, that had long since begun to eat 
into the real substance of his character. No man, for any consider* 
able period, can weir one face to himself, and another to the multi* 
tude, without finally getting bewildered as to which may be the true. 

The excitement of Mr. Dimmesdale's feelings, as he returned 
from his interview with Hester, lent him unaccustomed physical 
energy, and hurried him townward at a rapid pace. The pathway 
among the woods seemed wilder, more uncouth with its rude natural 
obstacles, and less trodden by the foot of man, than he remembered 
it <ni his outward journey. But he leaped across the plashy places, 
thrust himself through the clinging underbrush, climb^ the ascefit, 
plunged into the hollow, and overcame, in short, all the difficulties 
of the track, with an unweariable activity that astonished him. He 
could not but recall how feebly, and with what frequent pauses 
for breath, he had toiled over the same ground only two days ^ore. 
As he drew near the town, he took an impression of change from 
the series of familiar objects that presented themselves. It seemed 
not yesterday, not one, nor two, but many days, or even years ago, 
since he had quitted thm. There, inde^, was each former trace 
of the street, as he remembered it, and all the peculiarities of the 
houses, with the due multitude of gable*peaks, and a weathercock 
at every point where his memory suggest^ one. Not the less, how* 
ever, came this importunately obtrusive sense of change. The same 
was true as regarded the acquaintances whom he met, and all the 
well'known shapes of human life, about the little town. They looked 
neither older nor younger, now; the beards of the aged were no 
whiter, nor could the creeping babe of yesterday walk on his feet 
to-day; it was impossible to describe in what respect they differed 
from the individuals on whom he had so recently bestowed a parting 
glance; and yet the minister's deepest sense seemed to inform him 
of their mutability. A similar impression struck him most remark* 
ably, as he passed under the walls of his own church. The edifice 
had so very strange, and yet so familiar, an aspect, that Mr. 
Dimmesdale’s mind vibrated between two ideas; either that he 
had seen it only in a dream hitherto, or that he was merely dream* 
ing about it now. 

This phenomenon, in the various shapes whidi it assumed, indi* 
cated no external diange, but so suddai and important a change 
in the spectator of the familiar scene, that the intervening space 
of a singjle day had operated on his consciousness like the lapse 
of years. The minister's own will, and Hester's will, and the fete 
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that grew between them, had wrought this transformation. It was 
the same town as heretofore; but the same minister returned not 
from the forest. He might have said to the friends who greeted 
him,—^^1 am not the man for whom you take mel I left him yonder 
in the forest, withdrawn into a secret dell, by a mossy tree-trunk, 
and near a melancholy brook! Co, seek your minister, and see if his 
emaciated figure, his thin cheek, his white, heavy, pain-wrinkled 
brow, be not flung down there'like a cast-off garment!” His friends, 
no doubt, would still have insisted with him,—“Thou art thyself 
the man!”—^but the error would have been their own, not his. 

Before Mr. Dimmesdale reached home, his inner man gave him 
other evidences of a revolution in the sphere of thought and feeling. 
In truth, nothing short of a total change of dynasty and moral code, 
in that interior kingdom, was adequate to account for the impulses 
now communicated to the unfortunate and startled minister. At 
every step he was incited to do some strange, wild, wicked thing or 
other, with a sense that it would be at once involuntary and inten¬ 
tional; in spite of himself, yet growing out of a profounder self than 
that which opposed the impulse. P’or instance, he met one of his 
own deacons. The good old man addressed him with the paternal 
affection and patriarchal privilege, which his venerable age, his 
upright and holy character, and his station in the Church, entitled 
him to use; and, conjoined with this, the deep, almost worshipping 
respect, which the minister’s professional and private claims alike 
demanded. Never was there a more beautiful example of how the 
majesty of age and wisdom may comport with the obeisance and 
respect enjoined upon it, as from a lower social rank and inferior 
order of endowment, towards a higher. Now, during a conversation 
of some two or three moments between the Reverend Mr. Dimmes¬ 
dale and this excellent and hoary-bearded deacon, it was only by 
the most careful self-control that the former could refrain from 
uttering certain blasphemous suggestions that rose into his mind, 
respecting the communion-supper. He absolutely trembled and 
turned pale as ashes, lest his tongue should wag itself, in utterance 
of these horrible matters, and plead his own consent for so doing, 
without his having fairly given it. And, even with this terror in his 
heart, he could hardly avoid laughing to imagine how the sanctified 
old patriarchal deacon would have been petrified by his minister’s 
impiety! 

Again, another incident of the same nature. Hurrying along the 
street^ the Reverend Mr. Dimmesdale encountered the eldest f^ 
male member of his church; a most pious and exemplary old dame; 
poor, widowed, lonely, and with a heart as full of reminiscences 
about her dead husband and children, and her dead friends of long 
ago, as a burial-ground is full of storied gravestones. Yet all this. 
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which would else have been such heavy sorrow, was made almost a 
solemn joy to her devout old soul by religious consolati<Mi$ and the 
truths of Scripture, wherewith she had fed herself continually for 
more than thirty years. And, since Mr. Dimmesdale had taken her 
in charge, the good grandam’s chief earthly comfort—^which, unless 
it had been likewise a heavenly comfort, could have been none at 
all—^was to meet her pastor, whether casually, or of set purpd^ and 
be refreshed with a word of warm, fragrant, heaven-breathing Gos¬ 
pel truth from his beloved lips into her dulled, but rapturously 
attentive ear. But, on this occasion, up to the moment of putting 
his lips to the old woman’s ear, Mr. Dimmesdale, as the great 
enemy of souls would have it, could recall no text of Scripture, nor 
aught else, except a brief, pithy, and, as it then appeared to him, 
unanswerable argument against the immortality of the human soul. 
The instilment thereof into her mind would probably have causMtd 
this aged sister to drop down dead, at once, as by the e£Eect of an 
intensely poisonous infusion. What he really did whisper, the min¬ 
ister could never afterwards recollect. There was, perhaps, a fortu¬ 
nate disorder in his utterance, which foiled to impart any distinct 
idea to the good widow's comprehension, or which Providence 
interpreted after a method of its own. Assuredly, as the minister 
look^ back, he beheld an expression of divine gratitude and ecstasy 
that seemed like the shine of the celestial city on her face, so 
wrinkled and ashy pale. 

Again, a third instance. After parting from the old church- 
member, he met the youngest sister of them all. It was a maiden 
newly won—^and won by the Reverend Mr. Dimmesdale’s own 
sermon, on the Sabbath ^er his vigil—to barter the transitory 
pleasures of the world for the heavenly hope, that was to assume 
brighter substance as life grew dark around her, and which >Vould 
gild the utter gloom with final glory. She was fair and pure as a lily 
that had bloomed in Paradise. The minister knew well that he was 
himself enshrined within the stainless sanctity of her heart, which 
hung its snowy curtains about his image, imparting to religion the 
warmth of love, and to love a religious purity. Satan, that after¬ 
noon, had surely led the poor young girl away from her mother’s 
side, and thrown her into the pathway of this sorely tempted, or— 
shall we not rather say?—this lost and desperate man. As she drew 
nigh, the arch-fiend whispered him to condense into small compass 
and drop into her tender bosom a germ of evil that would be 
sure to blossom darkly soon, and bear black fruit betimes. Such 
was his sense of power over this virgin soul, trusting him as she did, 
that the minister felt potent to blight all the field of innocence 
with but one wicked look, and develop all its opposite with but a 
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word. So—with a mightier struggle than he had yet sustained—^he 
held his Geneva cloak before his face, and hurried onward, making 
no sign of recognition, and leaving the young sister to digest his 
rudeness as she might. She ransacked her conscience,—which was 
full of harmless little matters, like her pocket or her work-bag,—and 
took herself to task, poor thing, for a thousand imaginary faults; 
and went about her household duties with swollen eyelids the next 
morning. 

Before the minister had time to celebrate his victory over this 
last temptation, he was conscious of another impulse, more ludi* 
crous, and almost as horrible. It was,— y/e blush to tell it,—^it was 
to stop short in the road, and teach some very wicked words to a 
knot of little Puritan children who were playing there, and had 
7 ust begun to talk. Denying himself this freak, as unworthy of his 
cloth, he met a drunken seaman, one of the ship’s crew from the 
Spanish Main. And, here, since he had so valiantly forborne all 
other wickedness, poor Mr. Dimmesdale longed, at least, to shake 
hands with the tarry blackguard, and recreate himself with a few 
improper jests, such as dissolute sailon so abound with, and a voQey 
of go^, round, solid, satisfactory, and heaven-defying oaths! It 
was not so much a better principle, as partly his natural good 
taste, and still more his btfckramed habit of clerical decorum, that 
carried him safely through the latter crisis. 

*‘What is it that haunts and tempts me thus?” cried the minister 
to himself, at length, pausing in the street, and striking his hand 
against his forehead. **Am I mad? or am I given over utterly to the 
fiend? Did I make a contract with him in the forest, and sign it with 
my blood? And does he now summon me to its fulfilment, by sug¬ 
gesting the performance of every wickedness which his most foul 
imagination can conceive?” 

At the moment when the Reverend Mr. Dimmesdale thus com¬ 
muned with himself, and struck his forehead with his hand, old 
Mistress Hibbins, the reputed witch-lady, is said to have been pass¬ 
ing by. She made a very grand appearance; having on a high head¬ 
dress, a rich gown of velvet, and a ruff done up with the famous 
yellow starch, of which Ann Turner, her especial friend, had taught 
her the secret, before this last good lady had been hanged for Sit 
Thomas Overbury’s murder. Whether the witch had read the min¬ 
ister’s thoughts, or no, she came to a full stop, looked shrewdly into 
his face, smiled craftily, and—though little given to converse with 
clergymen—began a conversation. 

”So, reverend Sir, you have made a visit into the forest,” ob¬ 
served the witch-lady, nodding her high head-dress at him. 'The 
next time, I pray you to allow me only a fair warning, and I shall 
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be proud to bear you company. Without taking overmuch upon 
myself, my good word will go far towards gaining any strange gentle* 
man a fair reception from yonder potentate you wot off'' 

“I profess madam,” answered the clergyman, with a grave obei* 
sance, such as the lady's rank demanded, and his own good-breeding 
made imperative,—"'I profess, on my conscience and character, that 
1 am utterly bewildered as touching the purport of your wordsi I 
went not into the forest to seek a potentate; neither do I, at any 
future time, design a visit thither, with a view to gaining the favor 
of such personage. My one sufficient object was to greet that pious 
friend of mine, the Apostle Eliot, and rejoice with him over the 
many precious souls he hath won from heathendomi” 

*‘Ha, ha, hal” cackled the old witch-lady, still nodding her high 
head-dress at the minister. "Well, well, we must needs talk thus 
in the daytime! You carry it off like an old hand! But at midnight, 
and in the forest, we shall have other talk together!” 

She passed on with her aged stateliness, but often turning back 
her head and smiling at him, like one willing to recognize a secret 
intimacy of connection. 

"Have I then sold myself,” thought the minister, “to the fiend 
whom, if men say true, this yellow-starched and velveted old hag 
has chosen for her prince and master!” 

The wretched minister! He had made a bargain very like it! 
Tempted by a dream of happiness, he had yielded himself with 
deliberate choice, as he had never done before, to what he knew 
was deadly sin. And the infectious poison of that sin had been thus 
rapidly diffused throughout his moral system. It had stupefied all 
blessed impulses; and awakened into vivid life the whole brother¬ 
hood of bad ones. Scorn, bitterness, unprovoked malignity, gratui¬ 
tous desire of ill, ridicule of whatever was good and holy, all awoke, 
to tempt, even while they frightened him. And his encounter with 
old Mistress Hibbins, if it were a real incident, did but show his 
sympathy and fellowship with wicked mortals and the world of 
perverted spirits. 

He had by this time reached his dwelling, on the edge of the 
burial-ground, and, hastening up the stairs, took refuge in his 
study. The minister was glad to have reached this shelter, without 
first betraying himself to the world by any of those strange and 
wicked eccentricities to which he had been continually impelled 
while passing through the streets. He entered the accustomed 
room, and looked around him on its books, its windows, its fire¬ 
place, and the tapestried comfort of the walls, with the same per¬ 
ception of strangeness that had haunted him throughout his 
from the forest-dell into the town, and thitherward. Here he had 
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studied and written; hei^ gone through fast and vigil, and come 
forth half alive; here, striven to pray; here, borne a hundred thou¬ 
sand agonies! There was the Bible, in its rich old Hebrew, with 
Moses and the Prophets speaking to him, and God's voice through 
all! There, on the table, with the inky pen beside it, was an unfo- 
ished sermon, with a sentence broken in the midst, where his 
thoughts had ceased to gush out upon the page two days before. He 
knew that it was himself, the thin and white-cheeked minister, 
who had done and suffered these things, and written thus far into 
riie Election Sermon! But he seemed to stand apart, and eye Uiis 
former self with scornful, pitying, but half-envious curiosity. That 
self was gone! Another man had returned out of the forest a 
wiser one; with a knowledge of hidden mysteries which the sim¬ 
plicity of the former never could have reached. A bitter kind of 
knowledge that! 

While occupied with these reflections, a knock came at the 
door of the study, and the minister said, “Come in!"—^not wholly 
devoid of an idea that he might behold an evil spirit. And so he 
did! It was old Roger Chillingworth that entered. The minister 
stood, white and speechless, with one hand on the Hebrew Scrip¬ 
tures, and the other spread upon his breast. 

“Welcome home, reverend Sir!" said the physician. “And how 
found you that godly man, the Apostle Eliot? But methinks, dear 
Sir, you look pale; as if the travel through the wilderness had been 
too sore for you. Will not my aid be requisite to put you in heart 
and strength to preach your Election Sermon?" 

“Nay, I think not so,” rejoined the Reverend Mr. Dimmesdale. 
“My joum^, and the sight of the holy Apostle yonder, and the 
free air which I have breathed, have done me go^, after so long 
confinement in my study. I think to need no more of your drugs, 
my kind physician, good though they be, and administered by a 
friendly hand.” 

All this rime, Roger Chillingworth was looking at the minister 
with the grave and intent regard of a physician towards his patient. 
But, in spite of this outward show, the latter was almost convinced 
of the old man’s knowledge, or, at least, his confident suspicion, with 
respect to his own interview with Hester Prynne. The physician 
knew, then, that, in the minister’s regard, he was no longer a 
trusted friend, but his bitterest enemy. So much being known, it 
would appear natural that a part of it should be expressed. It is 
singular, however, how long a time often passes before words em¬ 
body things; and with what security two persons, who choose to 
avoid a certain subject, may approach its very verge, and retire with¬ 
out disturbing it. Thus, the minister felt no apprehension that 
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Roger Chillingworth would touch, in express words, upon the real 
position which they sustained towards one another. Yet did the 
physician, in his dark way, creep frightfully near the secret. 

“Were it not better," said he, “that you use my poor skill to¬ 
night? Verily, dear Sir, we must take pains to make you strong and 
vigorous for this occasion of the Election discourse. The people Jook 
for great things from you; apprehending that another year may come 
about, and find their pastor gone." 

“Yea, to another world," replied the minister, with pious resig¬ 
nation. “Heaven grant it be a better one; for, in go^ sooth, I 
hardly think to tarty with my flock through the flitting seasons of 
another yearl But, touching your medicine, kind Sir, in my present 
frame of body I need it not." 

“1 joy to hear it," answered the physician. “It may be that i^y 
remedies, so long administered in vain, begin now to take due effect. 
Happy man were I, and well deserving of New England's gratitude, 
could I achieve this curel" 

“I thank you from my heart, most watchful friend," said the 
Reverend Mr. Dimmesdale, with a solemn smile. “1 thank you, 
and can but requite your good deeds with my prayers." 

“A good man's prayers are golden recompense!" rejoined old 
Roger Chillingworth, as he took his leave. “Yea, they are the cur¬ 
rent gold coin of the New Jerusalem, with the King's own mint- 
mark on them!" 

Left alone, the minister summoned a servant of the house, and 
requested food, which, being set before him, he ate with ravenous 
appetite. Then, flinging the already written pages of the Election 
Sermon into the fire, he forthwith began another, which he wrote 
with such an impulsive flow of thought and emotion, that he 
fencied himself inspired; and only wondered that Heaven should see 
fit to transmit the grand and solemn music of its oracles through so 
foul an organ-pipe as he. However, leaving that mystery to solve 
itself, or go unsolved for ever, he drove his task onward, with 
earnest haste and ecstasy. Thus the night fled away, as if it were 
a winged steed, and he careering on it; morning came, and peeped 
blushing through the curtains; and at last sunrise threw a golden 
beam into the study, and laid it right across the minister's bedaz¬ 
zled eyes. There he was, with the pen still between his fingers, and 
a vast, immeasurable tract of written space behind him! 

XXI. The New England Holiday 

Betimes in the morning of the day® on which the new Cover- 
nor was to receive his office at the hands of the people, Hester 

9. “The day” of the inauguration was ing action of the novel occurs wholly on 
three days after tte meeting of Hester this day. 
mmI Arthur in the forest, llie cooclud- 
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Prynne and little Pearl came into the market-place. It was already 
thronged with the craftsmen and other jdebeian inhabitants of the 
town, in considerable numbers; among whom, likewise, were many 
rough figures, whose attire of deer-skins marked them as belonging 
to some of the forest settlements, which surrounded the little me¬ 
tropolis of the colony. 

On this public holiday, as on all other occasions, for seven years 
past, Hester was clad in a garment of coarse gray cloth. Not more 
by its hue than by some indescribable peculiarity in its fashion, it 
had the effect of making her fade personally out of sight and out¬ 
line; while, again, the scarlet letter brought her back from this 
twilight indistinctness, and revealed her under the moral aspect of 
its own illumination. Her face, so long familiar to the townspeople, 
showed the marble quietude which they were accustomed to behold 
there. It was like a mask; or rather, like the frozen calmness of a 
dead woman’s features; owing this dreary resemblance to the fact 
that Hester was actually dead, in respect to any claim of sympathy, 
and had departed out of the world with which she still seemed to 
mingle. 

It might be, on this one day, that there was an expression unseen 
before, nor, indeed, vivid enough to be detected now; unless some 
pretematurally gifted observer should have first read the heart, and 
have afterwards sought a corresponding development in the coun¬ 
tenance and mien. Such a spiritual seer might have conceived, that, 
after sustaining the gaze of the multitude through seven miserable 
years as a necessity, a penance, and something which it was a 
stem religion to endure, she now, for one last time more, encoun¬ 
tered it freely and voluntarily, in order to convert what had so long 
been agony into a kind of triumph. ’’Look your last on the scarlet 
letter and its wearer!"—the people’s victim and life-long bond- 
slave, as they fancied her, might say to them. ’’Yet a little while, 
and she will be beyond your reach! A few hours longer, and the 
deep, mysterious ocean will quench and hide for ever the symbol 
which ye have caused to bum upon her bosom!" Nor were it an 
inconsistency too improbable to be assigned to human nature, 
should we suppose a feeling of regret in Hester’s mind, at the mo¬ 
ment when she was about to win her freedom from the pain which 
had been thus deeply incorporated with her being. Might there not 
be an irresistible desire to quaff a last, long, breathless draught of 
the cup of wormwood and aloes, with which nearly all her 3 ^rs 
of womanhood had been perpetually flavored? The wine of lif^ 
henceforth to be presented to her lips, must be indeed rich, deli¬ 
cious, and exhilarating, in its chased and golden beaker, or else 
leave an inevitable and weary languor, after the lees of bitterness 
wherewith she had been drugged, as with a cordial of intensest 
potency. 
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Pearl was decked out with airy gayety. It would have been impos* 
sible to guess that this bright and sunny apparition owed its ei> 
istence to the shape of gloomy gray; or that a fancy, at once so 
gorgeous and so delicate as must have been requisite to contrive the 
child's apparel, was the same that had achieved a task perhaps more 
difficult, in imparting so distinct a peculiarity to Hester’s simple 
robe. The dress, so proper was it to little Pearl, seemed an effluence 
or inevitable development and outward manifestation of her char¬ 
acter, no more to be separated from her than the many-hued bril¬ 
liancy from a butterfly's win§^ or the painted glory from the leaf 
of a bright flower. As with these, so with the child; her garb was all 
of one idea with her nature. On this eventful day, moreover, there 
was a certain singular inquietude and excitement in her mood, 
resembling nothing so much as the shimmer of a diamond, that 
sparkles and flashes with the varied throbbings of the breast on 
which it is displayed. Children have always a sympathy in the agita¬ 
tions of those connected with them; always, especially, a sense of 
any trouble or impending revolution, of whatever kind, in domestic 
circumstances; and therefore Pearl, who was the gem on her 
mother’s unquiet bosom, betrayed, ty the very dance of her spirits, 
the emotions which none could detect in the marble passiveness of 
Hester’s brow. 

This effervescence made her flit with a bird-like movement, rather 
than walk by her mother’s side. She broke continually into shouts 
of a wild, inarticulate, and sometimes piercing music. When they 
reached the market-place, she became still more restless, on per¬ 
ceiving the stir and bustle that enlivened the spot; for it was usually 
more like the broad and lonesome green before a village meeting¬ 
house, than the centre of a town’s business. 

**Why, what is this, mother?” cried she. "Wherefore have all 
the people left their work to-day? Is it a play-day for the whole 
world? See, there is the blacksmithi He has washed his sooty face, 
and put on his Sabbath-day clothes, and looks, as if he would gladly 
be merry, if any kind body would only teach him howl And there 
is Master Brackett, the old jailer, nodding and smiling at me. Why 
does he do so, mother?” 

"He remembers thee a little babe, my child,” answered Hester. 

"He should not nod and smile at me, for all that;—the black, 
grim, ugly-eyed old man I” said Pearl. "He may nod at thee if he 
will; for thou art clad in gray, and wearest the scarlet letter. But, 
see, mother, how many faces of strange people, and Indians among 
them, and sailorsi What have they all come to do here in the 
market-place?” 

"They wait to see the procession pass,” said Hester. "For Uie 
Governor and the magistrates are to go by, and die ministers, and 
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all the great people and good people, with the music, and the 
soldiers marching before them." 

“And will the minister be there?” asked Pearl. “And will he 
hold out both his hands to me, as when thou ledst me to him from 
the brook-side?” 

“He will be there, child,” answered her mother. “But he will 
not greet thee to-day; nor must thou greet him.” 

“What a strange, sad man is he!” said the child, as if speaking 
partly to herself. “In the dark night-time, he calls us to him, and 
holds thy hand and mine, as when we stood with him on the 
scaffold yonder! And in the deep forest, where only the old trees 
can hear, and the strip of sky see it, he talks with thee, sitting on 
a heap of moss! And he kisses my forehead, too, so that the little 
bi^ook would hardly wash it off! But here in the sunny day, and 
among all the people, he knows us not; nor must we know him! A 
strange, sad man is he, with his hand always over his heart!” 

“Be quiet. Pearl! Thou understandest not these things,” said her 
mother. “Think not now of the minister, but look about thee, and 
see how cheery is every body’s face to-day. The children have come 
from their schools, and the grown people from their workshops and 
their fields, on purpose to be happy. For, to-day, a new man is 
beginning to rule over them; and so—^as has been the custom of 
mankind ever since a nation was first gathered—they make merry 
and rejoice; as if a good and golden year were at length to pass over 
the poor old world!” 

It was as Hester said, in regard to the unwonted jollity that 
brightened the faces of the people. Into this festal season of the 
year—as it already was, and continued to be during the greater 
part of two centuries—the Puritans compressed whatever mirth 
and public joy they deemed allowable to human infirmity; thereby 
so far dispelling the customary cloud, that, for the space of a single 
holiday, they appeared scarcely more grave than most other com¬ 
munities at a period of general affliction. 

But we perhaps exaggerate the gray or sable tinge, which un¬ 
doubtedly characterized the mood and manners of the age. The 
persons now in the market-place of Boston had not been bom to 
an inheritance of Puritanic gloom. They were native Englishmen, 
whose fathers had lived in the sunny richness of the Elizabethan 
epoch; a time when the life of England, \'iewed as one great mass, 
would appear to have been as stately, magnificent, and joyous, as 
the world has ever witnessed. Had they followed their hereditary 
taste, the New England settlers would have illustrated all events 
of public importance by bonfires, banquets, pageantries, and pro¬ 
cessions. Nor would it have been impracticable, in the observance 
of majestic ceremonies, to combine mirthful recreation with 
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solemnity, and give, as it were, a grotesque and brilliant embroidery 
to the great robe of state, which a nation, at such festivals, puts on. 
There was some shadow of an attempt of this kind in the mode of 
celebrating the day on which the political year of the colony com¬ 
menced. The dim reflection of a remembered splendor, a colorless 
and manifold diluted repetition of what they had beheld in proud 
old London,—we will not say at a royal coronation, but at a Lord 
Mayor’s show,^—might be traced in the customs which our fore- 
fathers instituted, with reference to the annual installation of 
magistrates. The fathers and founders of the commonwealth—the 
statesman, the priest, and the soldier—deemed it a duty to assume 
the outward state and majesty, which, in accordance with antique 
style, was looked upon as the proper garb of public or social emi¬ 
nence. All came forth, to move in procession, before the people’s 
eye, and thus impart a needed dignity to the simple framework 
of a government so newly constructed. 

Then, too, the people were countenanced, if not encouraged, in 
relaxing the severe and close application to their various modes 
of rugged industry, which, at all other times, seemed of the same 
piece and material with their religion. Here, it is true, were none 
of the appliances which popular merriment would so readily have 
found in the England of Elizabeth’s time, or that of James;—^no 
rude shows of a theatrical kind; no minstrel with his harp and 
l^endary ballad, nor gleeman, with an ape dancing to his music; 
no juggler, with his tricks of mimic witchcraft; no Merry Andrew, 
to stir up the multitude with jests, perhaps hundreds of years old, 
but still effective, by their appeals to the very broadest sources of 
mirthful sympathy. All such professors of the several branches of 
jocularity would have been sternly repressed, not only by the rigid 
discipline of law, but by the general sentiment which gives law its 
vitality. Not the less, however, the great, honest face of the peo¬ 
ple smiled, grimly, perhaps, but widely too. Nor were sports want¬ 
ing, such as the colonists had witnessed, and shared in, long ago, at 
the country fairs and on the village-greens of England; and which 
it was thought well to keep alive on this new soil, for the sake of 
the courage and manliness that were essential in them. Wrestling- 
matches, in the differing fashions of Cornwall and Devonshire, 
were seen here and there about the market-place; in one comer, 
there was a friendly bout at quarterstaff; and—^what attracted most 
interest of all—on the platform of the pillory, already so noted in 
our pages, two masters of defence were commencing an exhibition 
with the buckler and broadsword. But, much to the disappointment 
of the crowd, this latter business was broken off by the interposition 

1. The Lord Mayor’s show, a function the annual inauguration of the Lord 
similar in significance, also included a Mayor of London. 

'Vrooesaion," on November 9 , date of 
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of the town beadle, who had no idea of pennitting the majesty 
of the law to be violated by such an abuse of one of its consecrated 
places. 

It may not be too much to affirm, on the whole, (the people 
being then in the first stages of joyless deportment, and the off> 
spring of sires who had known how to be merry, in their day,) that 
they would compare favorably, in point of holiday keeping, with 
their descendants, even at so long an interval as ourselves. Their 
immediate posterity, the generation next to the early emigrants, 
wore the blackest shade of Puritanism, and so darkened the na¬ 
tional visage with it, that all the subsequent years have not sufficed 
to clear it up. We have yet to learn again the forgotten art of 
gayety. 

The picture of human life in the market-place, though its g^- 
er^l tint was the sad gray, brown, or black of the English emigrants, 
was yet enlivened by some diversity of hue. A party of Indians— 
in their savage finery of curiously embroidered deer-skin robes, 
wampum-belts, red and yellow ochre, and feathers, and armed with 
the bow and arrow and stone-headed spear—stood apart, with 
countenances of inflexible gravity, beyond what even the Puritan 
aspect could attain. Nor, wild as were these painted barbarians, 
were they the wildest feature of the scene. This distinction could 
more justly be claimed by some mariners ,—a part of the crew of 
the vessel from the Spanish Main,—^who had come ashore to see 
the humors of Election Day. They were rough-looking desperadoes, 
with sun-blackened faces, and an immensity of beard; their wide, 
short trousers were confined about the waist by belts, often clasped 
with a rough plate of gold, and sustaining always a long knife, and, 
in some instances, a sword. From beneath their broad-brimmed bats 
of palm-leaf, gleamed eyes which, even in good nature and merri¬ 
ment, had a kind of animal ferocity. They transgressed, without 
fear or scruple, the rules of behaviour that were binding on all 
others; smoking tobacco under the beadle's very no^e, although 
each whiff would have cost a townsman a shilling; and quaffing, at 
their pleasure, draughts of wine or aqua-vitae from pocket-flasks, 
which they freely tendered to the gaping crowd around them. It 
remarkably characterized the incomplete morality of the age, rigid 
as we call it, that a license was allowed the seafaring class, not 
merely for their freaks on shore, but for fax more desperate deeds 
on their proper element. The sailor of that day would go near to 
be arraigned as a pirate in our own. There could be little doubt, for 
instance, that this very ship’s crew, though no unhivorable speci¬ 
mens of the nautical brotherhood, had been guilty, as we should 
phrase it, of depredations on the Spanish commerce, such as would 
have perilled all their necks in a modem court of justice. 
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But the sea, in those old times, heaved, swdled, and foamed 
veiy much at its own will, or subject only to the tempestuous wind, 
wiA hardly any attempts at relation by human law. The buc* 
caneer on the wave might relinquish his calling, and become at 
once, if he chose, a man of probity and piety on land; nor, even 
in the full career of his reckless life, was he r^rded as a personage 
with whom it was disreputable to tra£Sc, or casually associate. Thus, 
the Puritan elders, in their black cloaks, starched bands, and steeple* 
crowned hats, smiled not unbenignantly at the clamor and rude 
deportment of these jolly seaforing men; and it excited neither sur¬ 
prise nor animadversion when so reputable a citizen as old Rx)ger 
Chillingworth, the physician, was seen to enter the market-place, 
in close and familiar talk with the commander of the questionable 
vessel. 

The latter was by far the most showy and gallant figure, so ^r 
as apparel went, anywhere to be seen among the multitude. He 
wore a profusion of ribbons on his garment, and gold lace on his 
hat, which was also encircled by a gold chain, and surmounted with 
a feather. There was a sword at his side, and a sword-cut on his 
forehead, which, by the arrangement of his hair, he seemed anxious 
rather to display than hide. A landsman could hardly have worn 
this garb and shown this face, and worn and shown them both with 
such a galliard air, without undergoing stem question before a 
magistrate, and probably incurring fine or imprisonment, or per¬ 
haps an exhibition in the stocks. As regarded the shipmaster, how¬ 
ever, all was looked upon as pertaining to the character, as to a 
fish his glistening scales. 

After parting from the physician, the commander of the Bristol 
ship strolled idly through the market-place; until, happening to 
approach the spot where Hester Prynne was standing, he appeared 
to recognize, and did not hesitate to address her. As was usually 
the case wherever Hester stood, a small, vacant area—a sort of 
magic circle—had formed itself about her, into which, though the 
people were elbowing one another at a little distance, none ven¬ 
turi, or felt disposed to intrude. It was a forcible type of the 
moral solitude in which the scarlet letter enveloped its fated wearer; 
partly by her own reserve, and partly by the instinctive, though 
no longer so unkindly, withdrawal of her fellow-creatures. Now, if 
never before, it answered a good purpose, by enabling Hester and 
the seaman to speak together without risk of being overheard; and 
so changed was Hester Piynne’s repute before the public, that 
the matron in town most eminent for rigid morality could not 
have held such intercourse with less result of scandal than herself. 

*"So, mistress," said the mariner, "I must bid the steward make 
ready one more berth than you bargained fori No fear of scurvy 
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or ship-fever, Ais voyagel What with the ship's surgeon and this 
othn doctor, our only danger wSl be from drug or pill; more by 
token, as there is a lot of apothecary’s stuff aboard, whidi 1 traded 
for with a Spanish vessel.” 

”What mean you?” inquired Hester, startled more than she per¬ 
mitted to appear. "Have you another passenger?” 

"Why, Imow you not;” cried the shipmaster, "that diis phy¬ 
sician here—Chdlingworth, he calls himself—^is minded to try 
my cabin-fare with you? Ay, ay, you must have known it; for he telk 
me he is of your party, and a close friend to the gentleman you 
spoke of,—he that is in peril from these sour old Puritan rulers!” 

"They know each other well, indeed,” replied Hester, with a 
mien of calmness, though in the utmost consternation. 'They 
have long dwelt together.” 

Nothing further passed between the mariner and Hester Prynne. 
But; at that instant, she beheld old Roger Chillingworth himself 
standing in the remotest comer of the market-place, and smiling 
on her; a smile which—across the wide and bustling square, and 
trough all the talk and laughter, and various though^ moods, 
and interests of the crowd—conveyed secret and fearful meaning. 

XXIL The Procession 

Before Hester Prynne could call together her thoughts, and con¬ 
sider what was practicable to be done in this new and startling 
aspect of affairs, the sound of military music was heard approaching 
along a contiguous street. It denoted the advance of the proces- 
sioii of magistrates and citizens, on its way towards the meeting¬ 
house; where, in compliance with a custom thus early established, 
and ever since observed, the Reverend Mr. Dimmesdale was to 
deliver an Election Sermon. 

Soon the head of the procession showed itself, with a slow and 
stately march, turning a comer, and making its way across the 
market-place. First came the music. It comprised a variety of in¬ 
struments, perhaps imperfectly adapted to one another, and played 
with no great skill, but yet attaining the great object for which the 
harmony of drum and clarion addresses itself to the multitude,— 
that of imparting a higher and more heroic air to the scene of life 
that passes before the eye. Little Pearl at first clapped her hands, 
but then lost, for an instant, the restless agitation that had kept 
her in a continual effervescence throughout the morning; she gaz^ 
silently, and seemed to be borne upward, like a floating sea-bird, on 
the long heaves and swells of sound. But she was brought back to 
her former mood by the shimmer of the sunshine on the weapons 
and bright armour of the militazy company, which followed after 
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the music, and fbnned the honorary escort of the procession. This 
body of soldiery—^which still sustains a corporate existence, and 
marches down ^om past ages with an ancient and honorable fame 
—^was composed of no mercenary materials.^ Its ranks were filled 
with gentlemen, who felt the stirrings of martial impulse, and 
sought to establish a kind of College of Arms, where, as in an asso¬ 
ciation of Knights Templars, they might learn the science, and, so 
hr as peaceful exercise would teach them, the practices of war. The 
high estimation then placed upon the military character might be 
seen in the lofty port of each individual member of the company. 
Some of them, indeed, by their services in the Low Countries and 
on other fields of European warfare, had fairly won their title to 
assume the name and pomp of soldiership. The entire array, more¬ 
over, clad in burnished steel, and with plumage nodding over their 
bright morions,^ had a brilliancy of effect which no modem dis¬ 
play can aspire to equal. 

^d yet the men of civil eminence who came immediately be¬ 
hind the military escort, were better worth a thoughtful observer’s 
eye. Even in outward demeanour they showed a stamp of majesty 
that made the warrior’s haughty stride lodk vulgar, if not absurd. 
It was an age when what we call talent had far less consideration 
than now, but the massive materials which produce stability and 
dignity of character a great deal more. The people possessed, by 
hereditary right, the quality of reverence; which, in their descend¬ 
ants, if it survive at all, exists in smaller proportion, and with a 
vastly diminished force in the selection and estimate of public 
men. The change may be for good or ill, and is partly, perhaps, for 
both. In that old day, the English settler on these rude shores,— 
having left king, nobles, and all degrees of awful rank behind, while 
still the faculty and necessity of reverence were strong in him,— 
bestowed it on the white hair and venerable brow of age; on long- 
tried integrity; on solid wisdom and sad-colored experience; on 
endowments of that grave and weighty order, which gives the idea 
of permanence, and comes under the general definition of re- 
spe^bility. These primitive statesmen, therefore,—Bradstreet, 
Endicott, Dudley, Bellingham,^ and their compeers,—who were 
elevated to power by the early choice of the people, seem to have 
been not often brilliant, but distinguished by a ponderous sobriety. 


2. The “body of soldiery” survived as 
llie Ancient and Honorable Artillery 
Company of Massachusetts; they are 
whiinsicaily compared with the College 
of Arms or Heralds' College, whi^ 
since about 1460 has been custodian of 
tlw genealogies and armorial bearings 
of persons entitled to them, and with 
the Knights Templars, an order of 


twelfth-century crusaders suppressed by 
Papal authority in 1312. 

3. High-crested helmets of Spanish 
oricin. 

4. Simon Bradstreet (1603-97), John 
Endicott (1588-166S), and Thomas 
Dudley (1576-1653) were all. like 
Richard Bellingham, early governors 
of New England colcmies. 
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rather than activity of intellect. They had fortitude and self-reliance, 
and, in time of difficulty or peril, stood up for the welfare of the 
state like a line of difFs against a tempestuous tide. The traits of 
character here indicated were well represented in the square cast 
of countenance and large physical development of the new colonial 
magistrates. So far as a demeanour of natural authority was con¬ 
cerned, the mother country need not have been ashamed to see 
these foremost men of an actual democracy adopted into the House 
of Peers, or made the Privy Council of the sovereign. 

Next in order to the magistrates came the young and eminently 
distinguished divine, from whose lips the religious discourse of the 
anniversary was expected. His was the profession, at that era, in 
which intellectual ability displayed itself far more than in political 
life; for—Cleaving a higher motive out of the question—^it offered 
inducements powerful enough, in the almost worshipping respect 
of the community, to win the most aspiring ambition into its 
service. Even political power—as in the case of Increase Mather— 
was within the grasp of a successful priest.^ 

It was the observation of those who beheld him now, that never, 
since Mr. Dimmesdale first set his foot on the New England shore, 
had he exhibited such energy as was seen in the gait and air with 
which he kept his pace in the procession. There was no feebleness 
of step, as at other times; his frame was not bent; nor did his hand 
rest ominously upon his heart. Yet, if the clergyman were rightly 
viewed, his strcn^h seemed not of the body. It might be spiritual, 
and imparted to him by angelic ministrations. It might be the ex¬ 
hilaration of that potent cordial, which is distilled only in the 
furnace-glow of earnest and long-continued thought. Or, perchance, 
his sensitive temperament was invigorated by the loud and piercing 
music, that swelled heavenward, and uplifted him on its ascending 
wave. Nevertheless, so abstracted was his look, it might be ques¬ 
tioned whether Mr. Dimmesdale even heard the music. There was 
his body, moving onward, and with an unaccustomed force. But 
where was his mind? Far and deep in its own region, busying itself, 
with preternatural activity, to marshal a procession of stately 
thoughts that were soon to issue thence; and so he saw nothing, 
heard nothing, knew nothing, of what was around him; but the 
spiritual element took up the feeble frame, and carried it along, 
unconscious of the burden, and converting it to spirit like itself. 
Men of uncommon intellect, who have grown morbid, possess this 
occasional power of mighty effort, into which they throw the life 
of many days, and then are lifeless for as many more. 

S. Increase Mather (1639-1723) has dubious fame as a persecutor of 
wielded political and ecclesiastical witches, but in feneral be was a creative 
power even beyond that of bis father, leader, eqtecialfi^ as president of Har- 
Rkhard, or his son. Cotton Mather. He vard Collete (16SS-1701). 
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Hester Piynne, gazing steadfastly at the clergyman, fdt a dreary 
influence come over her, but wherefore or whence she knew not; 
unless that he seemed so remote from her own sphere, and utterly 
beyond her reach. One glance of recognition, she had imagined, 
must needs pass between them. She thought of the dim forest, 
with its little dell of solitude, and love, and anguish, and the mossy 
tree-trunk, where, sitting hand in hand, they had mingled their 
sad and passionate talk with the melancholy murmur of the brook. 
How deeply had they known each other theni And was this the 
man? She hardly knew him nowl He, moving proudly past, en¬ 
veloped, as it were, in the rich music, with the procession of majes¬ 
tic and venerable fathers; he, so unattainable in his worldly position, 
and still more so in that far vista of his unsympathizing thoughts, 
through which she now beheld him! Her spirit sank with the idea 
that all must have been a delusion, and that, vividly as she had 
dreamed it, there could be no real bond betwixt the clergymail 
and herself. And thus much of woman was there in Hester, that 
she could scarcely forgive him,—^least of all now, when the heavy 
footstep of their approaching Fate might be heard, nearer, nearer, 
nearerl —for being able so completely to withdraw himself from 
their mutual world; while she groped darkly, and stretched forth 
her cold hands, and found him not. 

Pearl either saw and responded to her mother's feelings, or her¬ 
self felt the remoteness and intangibility that had fallen around 
the minister. While the procession passed, the child was uneasy, 
fluttering up and down, like a bird on the point of taking flight. 
When the whole had gone by, she looked up into Hester’s face. 

“Mother,” said she, “was that the same minister that kissed me 
by the brook?" 

“Hold thy pteace, dear little Pearl!” whispered her mother. “We 
must not always talk in the market-place of what happens to us 
in the forest.” 

“I could not be sure that it was he; so strange he looked,” con¬ 
tinued the child. “Else 1 would have run to him, and bid him 
kiss me now, before all the people; even as he did yonder among 
the dark old trees. What would the minister have said, mother? 
Would he have clapped his hand over his heart, and scowled on 
me, and bid me begone?” 

“What should he say. Pearl,” answered Hester, “save that it was 
no time to kiss, and that kisses are not to be given in the market¬ 
place? Well for thee, foolish child, that thou didst not speak to 
him!” 

Another shade of the same sentiment, in reference to Mr. 
Dimmesdale, was expressed by a person whose eccentricities—or 
insanity, as we should term it—led her to do what few of the towns- 
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people would have ventured on; to begin a conversation with the 
wearer of the scarlet letter, in public. It was Mistress Hibbins, who, 
arrayed in great magnificence, with a triple ruff, a broidered 
stomacher, a gown of rich velvet, and a gold'headed cane, had 
come forth to see the procession. As this ancient lady had the 
renown (which subsequently cost her no less a price than her life) 
of being a principal actor in all the works of necromancy that 
were continually going forward, the crowd gave way before her, and 
seemed to fear the touch of her garment, as if it carried the plague 
among its gorgeous folds. Seen in conjunction with Hester Prynne, 
—^kindly as so many now felt towards the latter,—the dread in¬ 
spired by Mistress Hibbins was doubled, and caused a general 
movement from that part of the market-place in which the two 
women stood. 

, '*Now, what mortal imagination could conceive itl" whispered 
the old lady confidentially to Hester. “Yonder divine man! That 
saint on earth, as the people uphold him to be, and as—I must 
needs say—he really looks! Who, now, that saw him pass in the 
procession, would think how little while it is since he went forth 
out of his study,-—chewing a Hebrew text of Scripture in his mouth, 
I warrant,—to take an airing in the forest! Aha! we know what 
that means, Hester Prynne! But, truly, forsooth, 1 find it hard to 
believe him the same man. Many a church-member saw I, walking 
behind the music, that has danced -in the same measure with me, 
when Somebody was fiddler, and, it might be, an Indian powwow 
or a Lapland wizard changing hands with us! That is but a trifle, 
when a woman knows the world. But this minister! Couldst thou 
surely tell, Hester, whether he was the same man that encountered 
thee on the forest-path?” 

“Madam, 1 know not of what you speak,” answered Hester 
Prynne, feeling Mistress Hibbins to be of infirm mind; yet strangely 
startled and awe-stricken by the confidence with which she aflirmed 
a personal connection between so many persons (herself among 
them) and the Evil One. “It is not for me to talk lightly of a 
learnt and pious minister of the Word, like the Reverend Mr. 
Dimmesdale!” 

“Fie, woman, fie!” cried the old lady, shaking her finger at 
Hester. “Dost thou think I have been to the forest so many 
times, and have yet no skill to judge who else has been there? Yea; 
though no leaf of the wild garlands, which they wore while they 
danced, be left in their hair! I know thee, Hester; for I behold 
the token. We may all see it in the sunshine; and it glows like a 
fed flame in the dark. Thou wearest it openly; so there need be 
no question about that. But this minister! Let me tell thee in thine 
earl When the Black Man secs one of his own servants, signed and 
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scaled, so shy of owning to the bond as is the Reverend Mr. 
Dimmesdale, he hath a wzy of ordering matters so that the mark 
shall be disclosed in open daylight to the eyes of all the worldl 
What is it that the minister seeks to hide, with his hand always over 
his heart? Ha, Hester Prynne!” 

“What is it, good Mistress Hibbins?'* eagerly asked little Pearl. 
“Hast thou seen it?” 

“No matter, darlingl” responded Mistress Hibbins, making 
Pearl a profound reverence. “Thou thyself wilt see it, one time 
or another. They say, child, thou art of the lineage of the Prince of 
the Air! Wilt thou ride with me, some fine night, to see thy father? 
Then thou shalt know wherefore the minister keeps his hand over 
his heartl” 

Laughing so shrilly that all the market-place could hear her, the 
weird old gentlewoman took her departure. 

By this time the preliminary prayer had been ofiFered in the ‘ 
meeting-house, and the accents of the Reverend Mr. Dimmesdale 
were heard commencing his discourse. An irresistible feeling kept 
Hester near the spot. As the sacred edifice was too much throng^ 
to adimt another auditor, she took up her position close beside the 
scaffold of the pillory. It was in sufficient proximity to bring the 
whole sermon to her ears, in the shape of an indistinct, but varied, 
murmur and flow of the minister’s very peculiar voice. 

This vocal organ was in itself a rich endowment; insomuch that 
a listener, comprehending nothing of the language in which the 
preacher spoke, might still have been swayed to and fro by the 
mere tone and cadence. Like all other music, it breathed passion 
and pathos, and emotions high or tender, in a tongue native to the 
human heart, wherever educated. Muffled as the sound was by its 
passage through the church-walls, Hester Piynne listened with such 
intentness, and sympathized so intimately, that the sermon had 
throughout a meaning for her, entirely apart from its indistinguish¬ 
able words. These, perhaps, if more distinctly heard, might have 
been only a grosser medium, and have clogged the spiritual sense. 
Now she caught the low undertone, as of the wind sinking down 
to repose itself; then ascended with it, as it rose through progres¬ 
sive gradations of sweetness and power, until its volume seemed 
to envelop her with an atmosphere of awe and solemn grandeur. 
And yet, majestic as the voice sometimes became, there was for 
ever in it an essential character of plaintiveness. A loud or low 
expression of anguish,—^the whisper, or the shriek, as it might be 
conceived, of suffering humanity, that touched a sensibility in every 
bosomi At times this deep strain of pathos was all that could be 
heard, and scarcely heard, sighing amid a desolate silence. But even 
when the minister’s voice grew high and commanding,—when it 
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g;ushed irrepressibly upward,—^when it assumed its utmost breadth 
and power, so overfilling the church as to burst its way through the 
solid walls, and diffuse itself in the open air,—still, if the auditor 
listened intently, and for the purpose, he could detect the same 
cry of pain. What was it? The complaint of a human heart, sorrow¬ 
laden, perchance guilty, telling its secret, whether of guilt or sor¬ 
row, to the great heart of mankind; beseeching its sympathy or 
forgiveness,—at every moment,—in each accent,—and never in 
vain I It was this profound and continual undertone that gave the 
clergyman his most appropriate power. 

During all this time Hester stood, statue-like, at the foot of die 
scaffold. If the minister's voice had not kept her there, there would 
nevertheless have been an inevitable magnetism in that spot,, 
.whence she dated the first hour of her life of ignominy. There was 
a sense within her,—too ill-defined to be made a thought, but 
weighing heavily on her mind,—^that her whole orb of life, both 
before and after, was connected with this spot, as with the one 
point that gave it unity. 

Little Pearl, meanwhile, had quitted her mother's side, and was 
playing at her own will about the market-place. She made the 
sombre crowd cheerful by her erratic and glistening ray; even as 
a bird of bright plumage illuminates a whole tree of dusky foliage 
by darting to and fro, half seen and half concealed, amid the twi¬ 
light of the clustering leaves. She had an undulating, but, often¬ 
times, a sharp and irregular movement. It indicated the restless 
vivacity of her spirit, which to-day was doubly indefatigable in its 
tiptoe dance, because it was played upon and vibrated with her 
mother's disquietude. Whenever Pearl saw any thing to excite 
her ever active and wandering curiosity, she flew thitherward, and, 
as we might say, seized upon that man or thing as her own prop¬ 
erty, so far as she desired it; but without yielding the minutest de¬ 
gree of control over her motions in requital. The Puritans looked 
on, and, if they smiled, were none the less inclined to pronounce 
the child a demon offspring, from the indescribable charm of 
beauty and eccentricity that shone through her little figure, and 
sparkled with its activity. She ran and looked the wild Indian in 
the face; and he grew conscious of a nature wilder than his own. 
Thence, with native audacity, but still with a reserve as character¬ 
istic, she flew into the midst of a group of mariners, the swarthy- 
dieeked wild men of the ocean, as the Indians were of the land; 
and they gazed wonderingly and admiringly at Pearl, as if a flake 
of the sea-foam had taken the shape of a little maid, and were gifted 
with a soul of the sea-fire, that flashes beneath the prow in the 
night-time. 

One of these seafaring men—the ship-master, indeed, who had 
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spoken to Hester Piynne—^was so smitten with Pearl's aspect, that 
he attempted to lay hands upon her, with purpose to snatch a kiss. 
Finding it as impossible to touch her as to catch a humming-bird 
in the air, he took from his hat the gold chain that was twisted 
about it, and threw it to the child. Pearl immediately twined it 
around her neck and waist, with such happy skill, that, once 
seen there, it became a part of her, and it was diflElcult to imagine 
her without it. 

"Thy mother is yonder woman with the scarlet letter," said the 
seaman. "Wilt thou carry her a message from me?" 

"If the message pleases me I will," answered Pearl. 

"Then tell her," rejoined he, "that I spake again with the black- 
a-visaged, hump-shouldered old doctor, and he engages to bring his 
friend, the gentleman she wots of, aboard with him. So let thy 
mother take no thought, save for herself and thee. Wilt thou tell 
her this, thou witch-baby?" 

"Mistress Hibbins says my father is the Prince of the Airl" cried 
Pearl, with her naughty smile. "If thou callest me that ill name, I 
shall tell him of thee; and he will chase thy ship with a tempestl" 

Pursuing a zigzag course across the market-place, the child re¬ 
turned to her mother, and communicated what the mariner had 
said. Hester’s strong, calm, steadfastly enduring spirit almost sank, 
at last, on beholding this dark and grim countenance of an in¬ 
evitable doom, which—at the moment when a passage seemed to 
open for the minister and herself out of their labyrinth of misery 
—showed itself, with an unrelenting smile, right in the midst of 
their path. 

With her mind harassed by the terrible perplexity in which the 
shipmaster’s intelligence involved her, she was also subjected to 
another trial. There were many people present, from the country 
roundabout, who had often heard of the scarlet letter, and to whom 
it had been made terrific by a hundred false or exaggerated rumors, 
but who had never beheld it with their own bodily eyes. These, 
after exhausting other modes of amusement, now thronged about 
Hester Prynne with rude and boorish intrusiveness. Unscrupulous 
as it was, however, it could not bring them nearer than a circuit 
of several yards. At that distance they accordingly stood, fixed 
there by the centrifugal force of the repugnance which the mystic 
symbol inspired. The whole gang of sailors, likewise, observing the 
press of spectators, and learning the purport of the scarlet letter, 
came and thrust their sunburnt and desperado4ooking faces into 
the ring. Even the Indians were affected by a sort of cold shadow of 
the white man’s curiosity, and, gliding through the crowd, fastened 
their snake-like black eyes on Hester’s bosom; conceiving, perhaps, 
that the wearer of this brilliantly embroidered badge must needs be 
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a peisonage of hig^ dignity among her people. Lastly^ the inhab> 
itants of the town (their own interest in this wom-oot subject 
languidly reviving itself, 1^ sympathy with what they saw others 
feel) lounged idly to the same quarter, and tormented Hester 
Piynne, perhaps mote than all the rest, with dieir cool, wdl- 
acquaint gaze at her himiliar shame. Hester saw and recognized 
the self same faces of that group of matrons, who had awaited 
her forthcoming from the prison-door, seven years ago; all save one^ 
the youngest and only compassionate among them, whose burial- 
robe she had since made. At the final hour, when she was so soon 
to fling aside the burning letter, it had strangely become the centre 
of more remark and excitement, and was thus made to sear her 
breast more painfully than at any time since the first day she put 
it on. 

While Hester stood in that magic circle of ignominy, where the 
cunning cruelty of her sentence seemed to have fixed her for ever, 
the admirable preacher was looking down from the sacred pulpit 
upon an audience, whose very inmost spirits bad 3 rielded to his 
control. The sainted minister in the churchl The woman of the 
scarlet letter in the market-place! What imagination would have 
been irreverent enough to surmise that the same scorching stigma 
was on them both? 

XXIII. The Revelation of the Scarlet Letter 

The eloquent voice, on which the souk of the listening audi¬ 
ence had b^ borne aloft, as on the swelling waves of the sea, at 
length came to a pause. There was a momentary silence, profound 
as what should follow the utterance of oracles. Then ensued a 
murmur and half-hushed tumult; as if the auditors, released from 
the high spell that had transported them into the region of an¬ 
other’s mind, were returning into themselves, with all their awe 
and wonder still heavy on them. In a moment more, the crowd 
began to gush forth from the doors of the church. Now that there 
was an end, they needed other breath, more fit to support the gross 
and earthly life into which they relapsed, than that atmosphere 
which the preacher had converted into words of flame, and had 
burdened with the rich fragrance of his thought. 

In the open air their rapture broke into speech. The street and 
the market-place absolutely babbled, from side to side, with ap¬ 
plauses of the minister. His hearers could not rest until they h^ 
told one another of what each knew better than he could tell or 
hear. According to their united testimony, never had man spoken 
in so wise, so high, and so holy a spirit, as he that spake this day; 
nor had inspiration ever breamed through mortal Ups more evi- 
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dently than it did through his. Its influence could be seen, as it 
were, descending upon him, and possessing him, and continually 
lifting him out of the written discourse that lay before him, and filh 
ing him with ideas that must have been as marvellous to himself 
as to his audience. His subject, it appeared, had been the relation 
between the Deity and the communities of mankind, with a special 
reference to the New England which they were here planting in the 
wilderness. And, as he drew towards the close, a spirit as of prophecy 
had come upon him, constraining him to its purpose as mightily as 
the old prophets of Israel were constrained; only with this dif¬ 
ference, that, whereas the Jewish seers had denounced judgments 
and ruin on their country, it was his mission to foretell a high and 
glorious destiny for the newly gathered people of the Lord. But, 
throughout it all, and through the whole discourse, there had been 
a certain deep, sad undertone of pathos, which could not be in* 
teipreted otherwise than as the natural regret of one soon to pass 
away. Yes; their minister whom they so loved—and who so loved 
them all, that he could not depart heavenward without a sigh—^had 
the foreboding of untimely death upon him, and would soon leave 
them in their tearsi This idea of his transitory stay on earth gave 
die last emphasis to the effect which the preacher had produced; it 
was as if an angel, in his passage to the skies, had shaken his bright 
wings over the people for an instant,—at once a shadow and a 
splendor,—and had shed down a shower of golden truths upon 
diem. 

Thus, there had come to the Reverend Mr. Dimmesdale—^as to 
most men, in their various spheres, though seldom recognized until 
they see it far behind them—^an epoch of life more brilliant and 
full of triumph than any previous one, or than any which could 
hereafter be. He stood, at this moment, on the very proudest emi¬ 
nence of superiority, to which the gifts of intellect, rich lore, pre¬ 
vailing eloquence, and a reputation of whitest sanctity, could exalt 
a clergyman in New England's earliest days, when the professional 
character was of itself a lofty pedestal. Such was the position which 
the minister occupied, as he bowed his head forward on the 
ciishions of the pulpit, at the clc^ of his Election Sermon. Mean¬ 
while, Hester Prynne was standing beside the scaffold of the pillory, 
with the scarlet letter still burning on her breastl 

Now was heard again the clangor of the music, and the measured 
tramp of the military escort, issuing from the church-door. The 
procession was to be marshalled thence to the town-hall, where a 
solemn banquet would complete the ceremonies of the day. 

Once more, therefore, the train of venerable and majestic fathers 
was seen moving through a broad pathway of the people, who 
drew bade reverently, on either side, as the Governor and magis- 
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trates, the old and wise men; the holy ministers, and all that were 
eminent and renowned, advanced into the midst of them. When 
they were fairly in the market-place, their presence was greeted 
by a shout. This—though doubtless it might acquire additional 
force and volume from the childlike loyalty which the age 
awarded to its rulers—^was felt to be an irrepressi1>le outburst of the 
enthusiasm kindled in the auditon by that high strain of eloquence 
which was yet reverberating in dieir ears. Each felt the impulse in 
himself, and, in the same breath, caught it from his neighbour. 
Within the church, it had hardly been l^t down; beneath the sky, 
it pealed upward to the zenith. There were human beings enough, 
and enough of highly wrought and symphonious feeling, to pro* 
duce that more impressive sound than the organ-tones of the blast 
or the thunder, or the roar of the sea; even that mighty swell of 
many voices, blended into one great voice by the universal impulse 
which makes likewise one vast heart out of the many. Never, from 
the soil of New England, had gone up such a shouti Never, on 
New England soil, had stood the man so honored by his mortal 
brethren as the preacherl 

How fared it with him then? Were there not the brilliant par¬ 
ticles of a halo in the air about his head? So etherealized by spirit 
as he was, and so apotheosized by worshipping admirers, did his 
footsteps in the procession really tread upon the dust of earth? 

As the ranks of military men and civil fathers moved onward, all 
eyes were turned towards the point where the minister was seen 
to approach among them. The shout died into a murmur, as one 
portion of the crowd after another obtained a glimpse of him. How 
feeble and pale he looked amid all his triumphi The energy—or 
say, rather, the inspiration which had held him up, until he should 
have delivered the sacred message that brought its own strength 
along with it from heaven—^was withdrawn, now that it had so 
faithfully performed its office. The glow, which they had just be¬ 
fore beheld burning on his cheek, was extinguished, like a flame 
that sinks down hopelessly among the late^ecaying embers. It 
seemed hardly the face of a man alive, with such a deathlike hu^ 
it was hardly a man with life in him, that tottered on his path so 
nervelessly, yet tottered, and did not falll 

One of his clerical brethren,—^it was the venerable John Wil¬ 
son,—observing the state in which Mr. Dimmesdale was left by 
the retiring wave of intellect and sensibility, stepped forward hastily 
to offer his support. The minister tremulously, but decidedly, re¬ 
pelled the old man’s arm. He still walked onward, if that movement 
could be so described, which rather resembled the wavering effort 
of an infant, with its mother’s arms in view, oubtretched to tempt 
him forward. And now, almost imperceptible as were the latter steps 
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of his progress, he had come opposite the well-remembered and 
weather-darkened scaffold, where, long since, with all that dreary 
lapse of time between, Hester Prynne had encountered the world’s 
ignominious stare. There stood Hester, holding little Pearl by 
the hand! And there was the scarlet letter on her breasti The 
minister here made a pause; although the music still played the 
stately and rejoicing march to which the procession moved. It sum¬ 
moned him onward,—onward to the festival!—^but here he made a 
pause. 

Bellingham, for the last few moments, had kept an anxious eye 
upon him. He now left his own place in the procession, and ad¬ 
vanced to give assistance; judging from Mr. Dimmesdale’s aspect 
that he must otherwise inevitably fall. But there was something in 
die latter's expression that wam^ back the magistrate, although a 
man not readily obeying the vague intimations that pass from ode 
spirit to another. The crowd, meanwhile, looked on with awe and 
wonder. This earthly faintness was, in their view, only another phase 
of the minister's celestial strength; nor would it have seemed a 
miracle too high to be wrought for one so holy, had he ascended 
before their eyes, waxing dimmer and brighter, and fading at last 
into the light of heaven! 

He turned towards the scaffold, and stretched forth his arms. 

"Hester,” said he, "come hither! Come, my little Pearl!" 

It was a ghastly look with which he regarded them; but there 
was something at once tender and strangely triumphant in it. The 
child, with the bird-like motion which was one of her character¬ 
istics, flew to him, and clasped her arms about his knees. Hester 
Piynne—slowly, as if impelled by inevitable fate, and against her 
strongest will—likewise drew near, but paused before she reached 
him. At this instant old Roger Chillingworth thrust himself through 
the crowd,-—or, perhaps, so dark, disturbed, and evil was his look, 
he rose up out of some nether region,—to snatch back his victim 
from what he sought to do! Be that as it might, the old man 
rushed forward and caught the minister by the arm. 

"Madman, hold! What is your purpose?” whispered he. "Wave 
back that woman! Cast off this child! All shall be well! Do not 
blacken your fame, and perish in dishonor! I can yet save you! 
Would you bring infamy on your sacred profession?” 

“Ha, tempter! Methinks thou art too late!” answered the 
minister, encountering his eye, fearfully, but firmly. "Thy power is 
not what it was! With God's help, I shall escape thee now!” 

He again extended his hand to the woman of the scarlet letter. 

"Hester Prynne,” cried he, with a piercing earnestness, "in 
the name of Him, so terrible and so merciful, who gives me grace, 
at this last moment, to do what —ioi my own heavy sin and miser- 
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able agony—withheld myself from doing seven yean ago» come 
hither now, and twine thy strength about mel Thy strength, Hester; 
but let it be guided by the will which God hath granted mel This 
wretched and wronged old man is opposing it with all his mighti 
—with all his own might and the fiend'sl Come, Hester, cornel 
Support me up yonder scafFold!" 

The crowd was in a tumult. The men of rank and dignity, who 
stood more immediately around the clergyman, were so taken by 
surprise, and so perplexed as to the purport of what they saw,— 
unable to receive the explanation which most readily prnented 
itself, or to imagine any other,—that they remained silent and 
inactive spectators of the judgment which Providence seemed 
about to work. They beheld the minister, leaning on Hester's shoub 
der and supported by her arm around him, approach the scaffold, 
and ascend its steps; while still the little hand of the sin-bom 
child was clasped in his. Old Roger Chillingworth followed, as one 
intimately connected with the drama of guilt and sorrow in which 
they had all been actors, and well entitled, therefore, to be present 
at its closing scene. 

''Hadst thou sought the whole earth over,” said he, looking darkly 
at the clergyman, "there was no one place so secret,—^no hi^ place 
nor lowly place, where thou couldst have escaped me,—save on this 
very scaffoldl” 

"Thanks be to Him who hath led me hither!” answered the min> 
ister. 

Yet he trembled, and turned to Hester with an expression of 
doubt and anxiety in his eyes, not the less evidently betrayed, that 
there was a feeble smile upon his lips. 

"Is not this better,” murmured he, "than what we dreamed of in 
the forest?” 

“I know notl I know not!” she hurriedly replied. “Better? Yea; 
so we may both die, and little Pearl die with us!” 

"For thee and Pearl, be it as God shall order,” said the minister; 
"and God is merciful! Let me now do the will which he hath made 
plain before my sight. For, Hester, 1 am a dying man. So let me 
make haste to take my shame upon me.” 

Partly supported by Hester Prynne, and holding one hand of little 
Pearl's, the Reverend Mr. Dimmesdale turned to the dignified and 
venerable rulers; to the holy ministers, who were his brethren; to 
the people, whose great heart was thoroughly appalled, yet over¬ 
flowing with tearful sympathy, as knowing that some deep life- 
matter—^which, if full of sin, was full of anguish and repentance 
likewise—was now to be laid open to them, llie sun, but little past 
its meridian, shone down upon the clergyman, and gave a distinct¬ 
ness to his figure, as he stood out from all the earth to put m his 
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plea of guilty at the bar of Eternal Justice. 

^Teople of New Englandr* cried he, with a voice that rose over 
them, high, solemn, and majestic,—^yet had always a tremor through 
it, and sometimes a shriek, struggling up out of a ^thornless depth 
of remorse and woe,—“ye, that have loved mel—^ye, that have 
deemed me holyl—^behold me here, the one sinner of the world! 
At last!—at last!—stand upon the spot where, seven years since, 
I should have stood; here, with this woman, whose arm, more than 
the little strength wherewith 1 have crept hitherward, sustains me, 
at this dreadful moment, from grovelling down upon my face! Lo, 
the scarlet letter which Hester wears! Ye have all shuddered at it! 
Wherever her walk hath been,—^wherever, so miserably burdened, 
she may have hoped to find repose,—it hath cast a lurid gleam of 
awe and horrible repugnance round about her. But there stood one 
in the midst of you, at whose brand of sin and infamy ye have not 
shuddered!” 

It seemed, at this point, as if the minister must leave the re- 
mainder of his secret undisclosed. But he fought back the bodily 
weakness,—^and, still more, the faintness of heart,—that was striv¬ 
ing for the mastery with him. He threw off all assistance, and 
stepped passionately forward a pace before the woman and the 
child. 

“It was on him!” he continued, with a kind of fierceness; so 
determined was he to speak out the whole. “God's eye beheld it! 
The angels were for ever pointing at it! The Devil knew it well, 
and fretted it continually with the touch of his burning finger! But 
he hid it cunningly from men, and walked among you with the 
mien of a spirit, mournful, because so pure in a sinful world!—and 
sad, because he missed his heavenly kindred! Now, at the death- 
hour, he stands up before you! He bids you look again at Hester's 
scarlet letter! He telk you, that, with all its mysterious horror, it is 
but the shadow of what he bears on his own breast, and that even 
this, his own red stigma, is no more than the type of what has 
seared his inmost heart! Stand any here that question Cod's judg¬ 
ment on a sinner? Behold! Behold a dreadful witness of it!” 

With a convulsive motion he tore away the ministerial band from 
before his breast. It was revealed! But it were irreverent to describe 
that revelation. For an instant the gaze of the horror-stricken multi¬ 
tude was concentrated on the ghastly miracle; while the minister 
stood with a flush of triumph in his face, as one who, in the crisis 
of acutest pain, had won a victory. Then, down he sank upon the 
scaffold! Hester partly raised him, and supported his head against 
her bosom. Old Roger Chillingworth knelt down beside him, with 
a blank, dull countenance out of which the life seemed to have 
departed. 
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*Thou hast escaped mel" he repeated more than once. *Thou 
hast escaped mel*' 

‘‘May God forgive theel” said the minister. “Thou» too, hast 
deeply sinned!" 

He withdrew his dying eyes from the old man, and fixed them 
on the woman and the child. 

“My little Pearl," said he feebly,—and there was a sweet and 
gentle smile over his face, as of a spirit sinking into deep repose; 
nay, now that the burden was removed, it seemed almost as if he 
would be sportive with the child,—“dear little Pearl, wilt thou kiss 
me now? Thou wouldst not yonder, in the forest! But now thou 
wilt?" 

Pearl kissed his lips. A spell was broken. The great scene of 
grief, in which the \^d infant bore a part, had developed all her 
sympathies; and as her tears fell upon her father’s cheek, they were 
the pledge that she would grow up amid human joy and sonow, 
nor for ever do battle with the world, but be a woman in it. To> 
wards her mother, too. Pearl’s errand as a messenger of anguish was 
all fulfilled. 

“Hester,” said the clergyman, “farewell!" 

“Shall we not meet again?" whispered she, bending her hce 
down close to his. “Shall we not spend our immortal life together? 
Surely, surely, we have ransomed one another, with all this woe! 
Thou lookest far into eternity, with those br^ht dying ^esl ’Then 
tell me what thou seest?" 

“Hush, Hester, hush!" said he, with tremulous solemnity. ‘The 
law we broke!—the sin here so awfully revealed!—^let these alone 
be in thy thoughts! 1 fear! 1 fear! It may be, that, whoi we fmgot 
our Cod,—when we violated our reverence each for the oth^t 
soul,—it was thenceforth vain to hope that we could meet here¬ 
after, in an everlasting and pure reunion. God knows; and He is 
merciful! He hath proved his mercy, most of all, in my afflictions. 
By giving me this burning torture to bear upon my breast! By 
sending yonder dark and terrible old man, to keep the torture al¬ 
ways at red-heat! By bringing me hither, to die this death of tri¬ 
umphant ignominy before the people! Had either of these agonies 
been wanting, I had been lost for ever! Praised be his name! His 
will be done! Farewell!” 

That final word came forth with the minister’s expiring breath. 
The multitude, silent till then, broke out in a strange, deep voice 
of awe and wonder, which could not as yet find utterance, save in 
this murmur that rolled so heavily after the departed spirit. 
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XXIV. Conclusion 

After many days, when time sufficed for the people to arrange 
their thoughts in reference to the foregoing s(%ne, there was more 
than one account of what had been witnessed on the scaffolds 

Most of the spectators testified to having seen, on the breast o5 
the unhappy minister, a scarlet letter —the very semblance of 
that worn by Hester Piynne—imprinted in the flesh. As regarded 
its origin, there were various explanations, all of which must neces¬ 
sarily have been conjectural. Some affirmed that the Reverend Mr. 
Dimmesdale, on the very day when Hester Prynne first wore her 
ignominious badge, had begun a course of penance,—^which he 
afterwards, in so many futile methods, followed out,—^by inflicting 
a hideous torture on himself. Others contended that the stigma 
had not been produced until a long time subsequent, when old 
Roger Chillingworth, being a potent necromancer, had caused it to 
appear, through the agency of magic and poisonous drugs. Others, 
again,—^and those best able to appreciate the minister’s peculiar 
sensibility, and the wonderful operation of his spirit upon the body, 
—whispered their belief, that the awful symbol was the effect of the 
ever active tooth of remorse, gnawing from the inmost heart out* 
wardly, and at last manifesting Heaven’s dreadful judgment by 
the visible presence of the letter. The reader may choose among 
these theories. We have thrown all the light we could acquire upon 
the portent, and would gladly, now that it has done its office, erase 
its deep print out of our own brain; where long meditation has 
fixed it in very undesirable distinctness. 

It is singular, nevertheless, that certain persons, who were spec¬ 
tators of the whole scene, and professed never once to have removed 
their eyes from the Reverend Mr. Dimmesdale, denied that there 
was any mark whatever on his breast, more than on a new-born 
infant’s. Neither, by their report, had his dying words acknowl¬ 
edged, nor even remotely implied, any, the slightest connection, on 
his part, with the guilt for which Hester Prynne had so long worn 
the scarlet letter. According to these highly respectable witnesses, 
the minister, conscious that he was dying,—conscious, also, that 
the reverence of the multitude placed him already among saints 
and angels,—had desired, by yielding up his breath in the arms of 
that fallen woman, to express to the world how utterly nugatory is 
the choicest of man’s own righteousness. After exhausting life in 
his efforts for mankind’s spiritual good, he had made the manner 
of his death a parable, in order to impress on his admirers the 
mighty and mournful lesson, that, in the view of Infinite Purity, 
we are sinners all alike. It was to teach them, that the holiest among 
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us has but attained so for above his fellows as to discern more dearly 
the Mercy which looks down, and repudiate more utterly the phan- 
tom of human merit, which would look aspiring^y upward. With¬ 
out disputing a truth so momentous, we must be allowed to con¬ 
sider this version of Mr. Dimmesdale’s story as only an instance of 
that stubborn fidelity with which a man's friends—and especially 
a clergyman's—^will sometimes uphold his character; when proofo 
clear as the mid-day sunshine on the scarlet letter, estaUish him a 
false and sin-stained creature of the dust. 

The authority which we have chiefly followed—a manuscript of 
old date, drawn up from the verbal testimony of individuals, some 
of whom had known Hester Prynne, while others had heard the 
tale from contemporary witnesses—fully confirms the view taken 
in the foregoing pages. Among many morals which press upon us 
from the poor minister's miserable experience, we put only this 
into a sentence:—“Be truel Be truel Be truel Show freely to the 
world, if not your worst, yet some trait whereby the worst may be 
inferredi’' 

Nothing was more remarkable than the change which took place; 
almost immediately after Mr. Dimmesdale’s death, in the appear¬ 
ance and demeanour of the old man known as Roger Chillingworth. 
All his strength and energy—all his vital and intellectual forco— 
seemed at once to desert him; insomuch that he positively withered 
up, shrivelled away, and almost vanished from mortal sight, like an 
uprooted weed that lies wilting in the sun. This unhappy man had 
made the very principle of his life to consist in the pursuit and 
systematic exercise of revenge; and when, by its completest triumph 
and. consummation, that evil principle was left with no further 
material to support it,—^when, in short, there was no mote devil's 
work on earth for him to do, it only remained for the unhumanized 
mortal to betake himself whither his Master would find him tasks 
enough, and pay him his wages duly. But, to all these shadowy 
beings, so long our near acquaintances,—^as well Roger Chilling- 
worth as his companions,—^we would fain be merciful. It is a 
curious subject of observation and inquiry, whether hatred and love 
be not the same thing at bottom. Each, in its utmost devdopment, 
supposes a high degree of intimacy and heart-knowledge; each 
renders one individual dependent for the food of his afEections and 
spiritual life upon another; each leaves the passionate lover, or the 
no less passionate hater, forlorn and desolate 1^ the withdrawal of 
his object. Philosophically considered, therefore, the two passions 
seem essentially the same, except that one happens to be seen in a 
cdestial radiance; and the other in a dusky and lurid glow. In the 
spiritual world, the old physician and the minister—^mutual victims 
as tiiey have been—^may, unawares, have found their earUily stock 
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of hatred and antipathy transmuted into golden love. 

Leaving this discussion apart, we have a matter of business to 
communicate to the reader. At old Roger Chillingworth’s decease 
(which took place within the year), and by his last will and testa* 
ment, of which Governor Bellingham and the Reverend Mr. Wil¬ 
son were executors, he bequeathed a very considerable amoui!^ of 
property, both here and in England, to little Pearl, the daughter of 
Hester Prynne. 

So Pearl—the elf-child,—the demon offspring, as some people, 
up to that epoch,, persisted in considering her—^became the richest 
heiress of her day, in the New World. Not improbably, this circum¬ 
stance wrought a very material change in the public estimation; and, 
had the mother and child remained here, little Pearl, at a marriage¬ 
able period of lif^ might have mingled her wild blood with the 
lineage of the devoutest Puritan among them all. But, in no long 
time after the physician’s death, the wearer of the scarlet letter 
disappeared, and Pearl along with her. For many years, though a 
vague report would now and then find its way across the sea,—^like 
a shapeless piece of driftwood tost ashore, with the initials of a 
name upon it,—^yet no tidings of them unquestionably authentic 
were received. The story of the scarlet letter grew into a legend. Its 
spell, however, was still potent, and kept the scaffold awful where 
the poor minister had died, and likewise the cottage by the sea¬ 
shore, where Hester Prynne had dwelt. Near this latter spot, one 
afternoon, some children were at play, when they beheld a tall 
woman, in a gray robe, approach the cottage-door. In all those years 
it had never once been opened; but either she unlocked it, or the 
decaying wood and iron yielded to her hand, or she glided shadow¬ 
like through these impediments,—^and, at all events, went in. 

On the threshold she paused,—turned partly round,—for, per¬ 
chance, the idea of entering, all alone, and all so changed, the home 
of so intense a former life, was more dreary and desolate than even 
she could bear. But her hesitation was only for an instant, though 
long enough to display a scarlet letter on her breast. 

And Hester Prynne had returned, and taken up her long-foraaken 
shame. But where was little Pearl? If still alive, she must now have 
been in the flush and bloom of early womanhood. None knew— 
nor ever learned, with the fulness oi perfect certainty—^whether 
the elf-child had gone thus untimely to a maiden grave; or whether 
her wild, rich nature had been softened and subdued, and made 
capable of a woman’s gentle happiness. But, through the remainder 
of Hester’s life, there were indications that the recluse of the scarlet 
letter was the object of love and interest with some inhabitant of 
another land. Letters came, with armorial seals upon them, thoi^h 
of bearings unknown to English heraldry. In the cottage there were 
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articles of comfort and luxuiy, such as Hester never cared to use, 
but w^ch only wealth could have purchased, and aflPectira have 
imagined for her. There were trifles, too, little ornaments, beautiful 
tokens of a continual remembrance, that must have been wcou^t 
by delicate fingers, at the impulse of a fond heart. And, once, Hester 
was seen embroidering a baby-garment, with such a lavish richness 
of golden fancy as would have raised a public tumult, had any 
infant, thus apparelled, been shown to our sobre-hued community. 

In fine, the gossips of that day believed,—and Mr. Surveyor Pue, 
who made investigations a century later, believed,—and one of his 
recent successors in office, moreover, faithfully believes,—^that Pearl 
was not only alive, but married, and happy, and mindful of her 
mother; and that she would most joyfully have entertained that sad 
and lonely mother at her fireside. 

*But there was a more real life for Hester Piynne, here, in New 
England, than in that unknown region where Pearl had found a 
home. Here had been her sin; here, her sorrow; and here was yet to 
be her penitence. She had returned, therefore, and resume^—of 
her own free will, for not the sternest magistrate of that iron period 
would have imposed it,—resumed the symbol of which we have 
related so dark a tale. Never afterwards did it quit her bosom. But, 
in the lapse of the toilsome, thoughtful, and self-devoted years that 
made up Hester’s life, the scarlet letter ceased to be a stigma which 
attracted the world’s scorn and bitterness, and became a type of 
something to be sorrowed over, and looked upon with awe, yet 
with reverence too. And, as Hester Prynne had no selfish ends, nor 
lived in any measure for her own profit and enjoyment, peo|de 
brought all their sorrows and perplexities, and besought her coun¬ 
sel, as one who had herself gone through a mighty trouble. Women, 
more especially,—in the continually recurring trials of • wounded, 
wasted, wronged, misplaced, or erring and sinful passion,—or with 
the dreary burden of a heart unyielded, because unvalued and un¬ 
sought,—came to Hester’s cottage demanding why they were so 
wretched, and what the remedy! Hester comfortird and counselled 
them, as best she might. She assured them, too, of her firm belief, 
that, at some brighter period, when the world should have grown 
ripe for it, in Heaven's own time, a new truth would be revealed, 
in order to establish the whole relation between man and woman 
on a surer ground of mutual happiness. Earlier in life, Hester had 
vainly imagined that she herself might be the destined prophetess, 
but had long since recognized the impossibility that any mission 
of divine and mysterious truth should be confided to a woman 
stained with sin, bowed down with shame, or even burdened with 
a life-loi^ sonow. The angel and apostle of the coming leveladon 
must be a woman, indeed, but lofty, pure, and beautiful; and wise, 
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moreover, not through dusky grief, but the ethereal medium of joy; 
and showing how sacred love should make us happy, by the truest 
test of a life successful to such an end! 

So said Hester Prynne, and glanced her sad eyes downward at the 
scarlet letter. And, after many, many years, a new grave was delved, 
near an old and sunken one, in that burial-ground beside which 
King’s Chapel has since been built. It was near that old and sunken 
grave, yet with a space between, as if the dust of the two sleepers 
had no right to mingle. Yet one tombstone served for both. All 
around, there were monuments carved with armorial bearings; and 
on this simple slab of slate—as the curious investigator may still 
discern, and perplex himself with the purport—there appeared the 
semblance of an engraved escutcheon. It bore a device, a herald's 
wording of which might serve for a motto and brief description of 
our now concluded legend; so sombre is it, and relieved only by oife 
ever-glowing point of light gloomier than the shadow;— 

“On A FIELD, SABLE, THE LETTER A, GULES.”* 

1849 1850 


6. Translated from heraldic terms this means: “On a black shield, the letter 
A in red." 



Backgrounds and Sources 



We reproduce on the following pages some representative source materials 
intended to facilitate the intrinsic study of this novel and to illustrate the 
method of such investigation. 

The first group, “Records Based on Primary Sources," is documentary- 
selections from books which scrupulously reproduce and describe certain 
primary documents: Hawthorne’s notebooks, and source histories such as 
those of Snow, Felt, and Mather. ^ 

The second section, “The Scholar and the Sources," presents works of 
scholarship based upon primary documents and source histories. The stu¬ 
dent may find that research publications of this character increase his under¬ 
standing of the novel, of the creative process, and in some instances, of the 
artist himself. The reader of certain aitical articles in this collection will 
perceive the indebtedness of some critics to primary research. 



Records Based on Primary 
Sources 


From Hawthorne's Notebooks and Journalst 


NOTEBOOKS: SEEDS OF THE PLOT 

To symbolize moral or spiritual disease by disease of the body;— 
thus, when a person committed any sin, it might cause a sore to ap¬ 
pear on the body;—this to be wrought out. 

[October 27, 1841] 

[In The Scarlet Letter, the suggestion of the flaming scarlet letter on 
Dimmesdale’s breast is a striking use of this idea. Earlier, in “Lady 
Eleanore’s Mantle” (1838), Eleanore's -vanity and pride -were sym¬ 
bolically correlated with the disfiguring and deadly smallpox.] 


One of my chief amusements is to see the boys sail their minia¬ 
ture vessels on the Frog Pond. There is a great variety of shipping 
owned among the young people; and they appear to have a con¬ 
siderable knowledge of the art of managing vessels. 

[June 1, 1842] 

[An entire page of the notebook elaborates the description of boys 
and boats, the full-grown spectators, school-prh, and mariners from 
the dockside out for a sunset stroll. In The Scarlet Letter, '‘[Pearl] 
made little boats out of birch-bark, and freighted them with snail- 
shells, and sent out more ventures on the mighty deep than any 
merchant in New England.”] 


t The American Notebooks by Nathan¬ 
iel Hawthorne: Based Upon the Orig¬ 
inal Manuscripts, Randall Stewart, 
editor (1932); The Heart of Haw¬ 
thorne's Journals, Newton Arvin, editor, 
(1929). 

Numerous entries in Hawthorne’s 
notebohks during the nine years from 
1841 to 1850 show that the ideas of 


The Scarlet Letter suggested themselves 
to the novelist over and over again in 
his reading, his thought and his experi¬ 
ence. Selected entries are reproduced 
here to illustrate Hawthorne’s method 
of accreting his novel. They appear in 
the sequence of the original, with dates 
when known. Editorial comment on 
these entries is identified by italics. 


189 
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A father confessor—^his reflections on character, and the contrast 
of the inward man Math the outward, as he looks round on his 
congregation—all whose secret sins are known to him. 

[June 1, 1842] 

[Arthur Dimmesddle, as a minister, was “confessoi'* to many of the 
puritan colonists whose **secret sins" he knew; while his “inward 
man” was tortured by his own wcret sin, which his “outward man” 
did not confess.] 


A person with an ice-cold hand—^his right hand; which people ever 
afterward remember, when once they have grasped it. 

[June 1, 1842] 

[ 7 n The Scarlet Letter, Chapter XVII, cf, the words of the layers, 
meeting after the long separation: Arthur exclaims, “ ‘Hester 
Prynnel Art thou in life?' ” She replied, “ ‘And thou, Arthur 
Dimmesdale, dost thou yet live?' * * * With fear, and tremu¬ 
lously, * * * Arthur put forth his hand, chill as death, and 
touched the chiU hand of Hester Prynne”] 

Pearl—the English of Margaret—a pretty name for a girl in a 
story. 

[1842?] 

[In naming her daughter (Chapter VI), Hester Prynne of course 
remembered the Biblical “pearl of great price,” for which the owner 
sacrificed all others.] 

The baby, the other day, tried to grasp a handfull of sunshine. 
She also grasps at the shadows of things, in candle light. 

[1844] 

[Cf. Pearl, in Chapter XVI, “A Forest Walk,” catching the sun¬ 
shine. The baby in Hawthorne’s note—his daughter Una—served 
to some degree as his model for Hester's Pearl. In the entries for 
1848 his journal became very detailed concerning Una's behavior, 
and a significant quantity of this reached the novel.] 

The Unpardonable Sin might consist in a want of love and 
reverence for the Human Soul; in consequence of which, the 
investigator pried into its dark depths, not with a hope or purpose 
of making it better, but from a cold philosophical curiosity,— 
content that it should be wicked in whatever kind or d^ree, and 
only desiring to study it out. Would not this, in other words, be the 
separation of the intellect from the heart? 

[1844) 

[A revision of this passage was used in the tale of “Ethan Brand,” 
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which appeared in a periodical in January, i8$o. Undoubtedly the 
idea was sinmltaneously involved in the eharacterixatUm of ChilUngr 
worth: see, for example, in Chapter XVII, Dimmesdide*s exdanut 
tion, **We are not, Hester, the worst sinners in the world. * * * 
That old man's revenge * * * hm violated, in cold blood, die 
sanctity of a human heart.’'] 


The life of a woman, who, by the old colony law, was condemned 
always to wear the letter A, sewed on her garment, in token of her 
having committed adultery. 

[1845?] 

[Hawthorne ht^ depicted such a woman as one of a gyoup of 
citizens in **Endicott and the Red Cross,” published m 1837. 
Stewart (p. 229) gives the text of the law of Plymouth {i6j6) as 
follows: ♦ Whosoever shall comitt Adultery shedbee severely 

punished by whiping two severaU times; viz. one whiles the Court 
is being att which they are convicted of the fact, and the second 
time as the Court shal order; and likewise to weave two CapitdU 
letters viz. AD cut out in cloth and sewed on theire upermost Gar¬ 
ments on their arme or back; and if att any time they shalbee taken 
without the said letters whUes they are in the Govrment soe worn 
to bee forthwith taken and publUMy whipt.”] 

In the eyes of a young child, or other innocent person, the image 
of a cherub or an angel to be seen peeping out; in those of a vicious 
person, a devil. 

[August 9, 1845J 

[ 7 n The Scarlet Letter, especially in Chapter VI, Hawthorne made 
direct use of this device; for example: ’’[Suddenly, Hester] fancied 
that she beheld, not her own miniature portrait, but another face, 
in the small, black mirror of Pearl’s eye. It was a face fiendWte, 
* * * as if an evil spirit possessed the child, and had just then 
peeped forth in mockery.”] 

It was believed by the Catholics that children might be begotten 
by intercourse between demons and witches. Luther was said to be 
a bastard of this hellish breed. 

[October 11,1845] 

[Stewdrt {p. 301) notes that Hawthorne was recording statements 
derived from Richard Cumberland, The Observer, London, 1785, 
and quotes from that essay as follows: ’’Though heretics have ob¬ 
stinately denied the copulation of wizards with the female daemons 
called Succubae; and of witches with the males, or Incubi, yet the 
whole authority of the Catholic church, with the BuU of Pope 
Innocent VIII express it for a fact. * * * It is also an orthodox 



192 • Hawthome^s Notebooks and Journals 

opinion that chUdren may be begotten by this diabolical commerce, 
mtd there is little doubt but that Luther "was the son of an Incubus** 
In The Scarlet Letter, Chapter VI, Hester had to bear the dander 
**that poor little Pearl was a demon offspring * * * througjh the 
ag/mcy of [her] mother's sin.”] 

A story of the effects of revenge, in diabolizing him who indulges 
m it. 

[November 17,1847] 

[Handhome obviously employed this idea in the characterization of 
Chillingworth. Hawthorne also connected the ideas of revenge and 
intellectual arrogance in the character of Ethan Brand. The latter, 
if not diabolized, was dehumanized, but Roger Chillingworth (Chap¬ 
ter XII), appearing to the minister in the light of the fiery “A” in 
the night sky, ‘‘might have passed for the archfiend, standing there 
with a smile and scowl, to claim his own * * * on the day of 
judgment.] 


Ephraim told a story of a child who was lost, seventy or eighty 
yean ago, among these [New Hampshire] woods and hills. He was 
about five yean old, and had gone with some work-people to a 
clearing in the woods * * * He started for home alone, but did 
not arrive, lliey made what search for him they could [but] after 
a while, they gave up the search in despair. • * ♦ Whether it 
was the next autumn, or a year or two after, some hunters came 
upon some trace of the child’s wanderings among the hills. They 
found some little houses, such as children build of twigs and sticks 
of wood; and these the little fellow had probably built for amuse¬ 
ment, in his lonesome travels. Nothing, it seems to me, was ever 
more strangely touching than * * * his finding time for childish 
play, while wandering to his death in these desolate woods, and 
then pursuing his way again, til at last he lay down to die on the 
dark mountain-side ♦ * * 

[September 17, 1849] 

[Cf. Pearl, set apart from the village children, learning to play alone 
with the natural objects and creatures of the forest. Especially see 
Chapters VI, XV, XVI, XVIII.] 


NOTEBOOKS: PEARL AND UNA 

(The notebooks after i8^y show an increasing record of the 
novelist's study of the behavior of his own children, especially the 
older, his daughter Una, born in 18^^. As the author of tales for 
children, Hawthorne had already demonstrated his understanding of 
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juvenile behavior. However^ in his doubter, Una, he discerned 
certain specid qualities of wildness, independence, and imagination 
(hat he attributed to Pearl in The Scarlet Letter. The following 
notes from his joumtd are a few of the numerous direct pardlets 
between the novel and the notebooks.] 

Children always seem to like a very wide scope for imagination 
as respects their babies, or indeed, any playthings: this cushion, or a 
rolling pin, or a nine-pin, or any casual thing, seems to answer the 
purpose of a doll better than the nicest little wax figure that the 
art of man can contrive. 

[January, 1849] 

The Scarlet Letter: The unlikeliest materials—a stick, a bunch of 
rags, a flower,—were the puppets of Peart s witchcraft and, without 
pndergoing any outward change, became spiritiudly adapted to 
whatever drama occupied the stage of her inner world. Chapter VI. 
Also cf. Chapter XVI. 

Una cannot at all bear to be laughed at * * * Her life at 
present is a tempestuous day, with blinks of sunshine gushing 
between the rifts of doud; she is as full sometimes of acerbity as an 
unripe apple, that may be perfected to a mellow deliciousness here* 
after. 

[January, 1849] 

The Scarlet Letter: "[Pearl] possessed affections, too, thou^ 
hitherto acrid and disagreeable, as are the richest flavors of unripe 
fruit.” Chapter XV. 

[Una] spends much of her time, in this summer weather, hanging 
on [the] gate, and peeping forth into the great, unknown world 
* * * Ever and anon, without giving us the slightest notice she 
is apt to take flight into the said unknown and * * * we find her 
surrounded by a knot of children with whom she has made ac¬ 
quaintance, and who gaze at her with a kind of wonder—recog¬ 
nizing that she is not altogether like themselves. 

[July, 1849] 

The Scarlet Letter, Chapter VI: *’What a happiness would it have 
been, could Hester have heard her clear, birdlike voice mingUng 
with the uproar of other childish voices, and have distinguished and 
unravelled her own dialings tones * * * But this could never be. 
Pearl was a bom outcast of the infantile world * * * Nothing was 
more remarkable than the instinct, as it seemed, with which the 
child comprehended her loneliness. * * *” 

To return to Una, there is something that almost frightens me 
about the child— I know not whether dfish or angelic, but, at all 
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events, supernatural. She steps so boldly into the midst of every- 
tfiing; shrinks from nothing * * * seems at times to have but 
Uttle ddicacy, and anon shows that she possesses the finest essence 
of it; now so hard, now so tender; now so perfectly unreasonable, 
soon again so wise. In shor^ I now and then catch an aspect of her, 
in which I cannot believe her to be my own human child, byt a 
spirit strangely mingled with good and evil, haunting the house 
where I dw^. 

[July, 1849] 

The Scarlet Letter, Chapter VI: “The infant [Pearl] was worthy to 
have been brought forth in Eden; worthy to have been left there, 
to be the plaything of the angels, <^ter the worlds first parents were 
driven out. * * * And yet * * * in this one child there were 
many children. * * * Throughout aU, however, there was a trait of 
pamon, a certain depth of hue, which she never lost. * * * In, 
gjhnng her existence, a gyeat law had been broken, and the result 
was a being whose elements were perhaps beautiful and brilliant, 
but all in disorder. ♦ ♦ ♦ Her mother * ♦ * grew acquainted with 
a certain peculiar look * * * so intelligent, yet unexpUcable, so 
perverse, sometimes so mdUdota, but generally accompanied by a 
wild flow of spirits, that Hester could not help questioning whether 
Pearl was a human chUd.’* 


THE HEART OF HAWTHORNE'S JOURNALS 

To show the effect of gratified revenge. As an instance, merely, 
suppose a woman sues her lover for breach of promise, and gets the 
money by instalments, through a long series of years. At last, when 
the miserable victim were utterly trodden down, the triumpher 
would have become a very devil of evil passions—they having over¬ 
grown his whole nature; so that a far greater evil would have come 
upon himself than on his victim, [p. 16] 

Insincerity in a man's own heart must make all his enjoyments, 
aU that concerns him, unreal; so that his whole life must seem 
like a merely dramatic representation. And this would be the case, 
even though he were surrounded by true-hearted relatives and 
friends, [p. 31] 

The situation of a man in the midst of a crowd, yet as com¬ 
pletely in the power of another, life and all, as if they two were 
in the deepest solitude, [p. 35] 


Character of a man who, in himself and his external circum¬ 
stances, shall be equally and totally false; his fortune resting on 
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baseless credit—^his patriotism assumed—^his domestic affections* 
his honor and honesty, all a sham. His own misery in the midst 
of it—^it making the whole universe, heaven and earth alike an 
unsubstantial mockery to him. [p. 46] 


CALEB H. SNOW 

From A History of Boston^ 

On the death of John Cotton, 265a; of, DintmeeddU^t vigjl the 
nigjit Governor Winthrop died: 

. “Strange and alarming signs appeared in the heavens, while his 
body lay, according to the custom of the times, till the Tuesday 
following, when it was most honourably interred. * * *** [p. 133] 

Cf. Hawthome*i description of Governor BeUU^fianCs residence: 

This * * * is perhaps the only ivooden building now standing 
in the dty to show what was considered el^nce of architecture 
here, a century and a half ago. The peaks of tiie roof remain |»e> 
cisely as they were first erected, the f^e and external appearance 
never having been altered. The timber used in tiie buil^ng was 
principally oak, and, where it has been kept dry, is perfectiy sound 
and intensely hard. The outside is covered with plastering or what is 
commonly called rough-cast. But instead of pebbles, which are 
^erally used at the present day to make a ^d surface on the 
mortar, broken glass was used. This ^ass appears like that of com¬ 
mon junk bottles, broken into pieces of about half an inch diameter, 
the sharp comers of which penetrate the cement in such a manner, 
that this great lapse of years had had no perceptible effect upon 
them . . . This surface was also variegated with ornamental 
squares, diamonds and flowers-deluce. * * * [p> afiy] 

Cf. Hawthorne's account of Witch Hibbnu: 

The most remarkable occurrence in the colony in the year 1653 
was the trial and condemnation of Mrs. Arm Hibbins of Boston 
for witchcraft. Her husband, who died July 23,1654, was an a^ent 
for the colony in England, several years one of the assistant^ and 
a merchant of note in the town; but losses in tiie latter part of his 
life had reduced his estate, and inaeased the natural crabbedness 
of his wife's temper, which made her turbulent and quarrdsome; 
and brought her under churdi censures, and at length rendered her 
so odious to her neighbours as to cause some of tiim to accuse her 
tii MUtery •/ (1S25. 2iid 1828). 
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of witchcraft. The jury brought her in guilty, but the magistrates 
refused to accept the verdict; so the cause came to the general 
court, where the popular clamour prevailed against her, and the 
miserable old lady was condemned and executed in June 1656. 
Search was made upon her body for tetts,^ and in her chests and 
boxes for puppets or images, but there is no record of any thing jpf 
that sort being found, [p. 140] 


JOSEPH B. FELT 

Annals of Salem: [Laws Governing Adultery] t 

May 5th, 1694. ♦ • • A memorial was received, signed by 
many clergymen, desiring the Legislature to enact laws against 
prevailing iniquities. Among such laws, passed this session, were 
two against Adultery and Polygamy. Tliose guilty of the first crime, 
were to sit an hour on the gallows, with ropes about their necks,— 
be severely whipt not above 40 stripes; and forever after wear a 
capital A, two inches long, cut out of cloth coloured differently 
from their clothes, and sewed on the arms, or back parts of their 
garments so as always to be seen when they were about. The other 
crime, stated with suitable exceptions, was punishable with death. 


COTTON MATHER 

[Witches, the Black Man, and 
the Black Book] I 

Cf. HawthonK's reference to the signing in the deviVs book with 
an iron pen: 

It was not long before M. L. Daughter of the said F. confess'd 
that She rode with her Mother to the said Witch-meeting, and 
confirm’d the Substance of her Mother’s Confession. At another 
time M. L. junior y the Grand-daughter, aged about 17 Years, con¬ 
fesses the Substance of what her Grand-mother and Mother had 
related, and declares that when they, with £. C. rode on a Stick 
or Pole in the Air, she the said Grand-daughter, with R. C. rode 
upon another (and the said R. C. acknowledged the same) and 
that they set their Hands to the Devil's Book. * ♦ * [Bk. VI, 
p. 81] 

1 . I.e., tufts of bafr. [Editors.} 1827), p. 317. 

t The Aimels of Sofm * * * (Salem, i MagnaUa Ckritti Amerkatu ( 1702 ). 
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Cf. PearVs telling her mother *'a story about the Black Man**: 

These Tormentors tendred unto the afflicted a Book^ requiring 
them to Sign it, or Touch it at least, in token of their consenting 
to be Lifted in the Service of the Devil; which they refusing to do, 
the Spectres under the Command of that Blackman^ as they called 
him, would apply themselves to Torture them with prodigious 
Molestations. The afflicted Wretches were horribly Distorted and 
Convulsed; they were Pinched Black and Blue: Pins would be tun 
every where in their Flesh; they would be Scalded until they had 
Blisters raised on them; and a Thousand other thinp before Hun¬ 
dreds of Witnesses were done unto them, evidently preternatural. 

* * * [Bk. II, p. 6o) 


The Murder of Sir Thomas Overbury 

This is a contemporary account based on court testimony and 
legal depositions affecting the principals in the murder of Sir 
Thomas Ovcrbury in 1613. The original manuscript, known as 
“The Five Years of King fames,** was published in The Harleian 
Miscellany, London, 1808. The following excerpts, in narrative se¬ 
quence, are extracted from Alfred S. Reid's facsimile edition. Sir 
TTiomas Overbury's Vision * * * and Other English Sources of 
the Scarlet Letter (1957). 

Hawthorne's interest in British historical antiquities and occult 
lore influenced his depiction of Roger ChiUingworth and other 
characters in The Scarlet Letter. In Chapter IX Chillingyvorth is 
gathering exotic herbs for his potent elixirs; it is said that his Lon¬ 
don friends included Sir Kenelm Digby {p. 88, note 5) d dabbler 
in ^'supernatural" science and "Dr. Forman [p. 93, note 1) the 
famous old conjurer, who was implicated in the affair of Overbury.’* 

The detection and trial of conspirators in the murder of Sir 
Thomas Overbury in 161^ resulted in scandalous revelations of the 
moral degradation and the evil superstitions of the Jacobean court. 
Thomas Overbury, author of the famous Characters, a commoner 
and scholar of the laws, rose to knighthood along with his young 
friend, Robert Carr, who early won the favor of King James and 
became Viscount Rochester. The highborn Frances, child bride of 
the young Earl of Essex, loathed her husband after falling in love 
with Rochester, but her reputation for profligacy only inflamed his 
ardor without suggesting the extreme remedy of a legal marriage. 
The Countess thereupon arranged with two dingy denizens of court 
life, Anne Turner, a reputed mistress of black arts, and her "master," 
Dr. Forman, abortionist and necromancer, to employ witchcraft 
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Upon Emx, to rmier turn impotent (a legd ground for dhoree), 
md on Roeheater, to enJdndle him to ngularixe thm paasumate 
intriguea by marriega. While Eaaex apparendy auatained the attack, 
ho woaried of the vain effort to reform hia vtife, and agreed to a 
divaace. Overbury vehemenUy denounced Roeheater^a obviouajn’ 
tention **to make her hia wife whom he hath made hia whore," 
and voiced thia view too hroadSy for hia own aa^: Rocheater 
tricked him into offending the King, while Counteaa Eaaex in¬ 
fluenced powerftd frienda to bring about hia impriaonment in the 
Tower, where he dM. In thia mdodrmrut of achudity Dr. Forman 
had tdao died, leaving tettera unbumed which augg/aated a plot to 
kUl Overbury in priaon by the gyadudl adminiatration of poiaon 
througfi a chmn accomplicea. After extended aenaational truUa, 
aeverd were executed induding Anne Turner. The higfibom^ 
Rocheater md hia paramour, now married, were aentenced to tm- 
priaonment, but aoon releaaed on powerful intervention; they were 
permanency exiled from the Court and courtly aociety. The records 
auggjBat that the wrongjed huaband, Essex, aettled m mheritance 
upon the doubter, bom in priaon. Cf. Chillingworth and Pearl. 

In auch aeventemth-century records as the Losdey Manuscripts 
and the Harldan Miscellany, which Hawthorne withdrew from 
the Salem Athenaeum, and in other records of the State Trids 
available to him, the rurvdiat found in the "Affair of Overburf* 
the diabolism of the "Black Mm" and witchcraft; the prototy^ 
of Chillingworth and Mistress Hibbina; details of such fictiond 
aituatioru as the aduUerous wife, the wronged or vengeful hudkmd, 
the inhibited lover, the womm exposed in public beneath the bdr 
cony of her fudges, and the child bom in prison. Among other 
bewitchments he certainly found the yeUow-starched ruff of Witch 
Hibbina on Anne Turner, whose evU tore Mistress Hibbins trans¬ 
ferred to the cdonid forest. 

Now, the cares of die vulgar being filled with the fortunes of this 
gentleman [Sir Robert Carr, Viscount Rochester] * * * some ex¬ 
tol and laud his virtues, others the proportion of his personage 
many his outward courtship, and most, as diey stood affect^ 
either praised or dispraised him, insomuch that, amongst the rest, 
the Countess ol Es^ (a woman at this time not greatly affecting 
her husband) and withal, being of a lustful appetite, prodigal of 
expence, covetous of applause, ambitious of honour, and li^t of 
behaviour, having takra notice of this young gentlenian*s pros¬ 
perity, and great tovour that was shewed toward him above otiios, 
in hope to make some profit of him, most advances him to every 
one, commending his worth, spirit, audacity, and agility of body, 
so that her ancient, lawful, and accustomed love towards her lo^ 
begins to be obscured, and those embraces, diat seemed heretofore 
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are turned into frowns, ind harsh unseemly words usher 
her discontents unto her husband*^ ears. * * * Almost all men 
speak of the looseness of her carria^ and wonder that die eail 
will sufFer her in those courses; whereupon he modestly tells her of 
it, giving her a check for her inordinate courses, shewing how 
much it both dishonoured him, and disparaged her, in persisting; 
in the eye of the world, aftet so loose and unseemly a sort; desiring 
her to he more dvil at home, and not so often abroad; and thus 
they parted. ♦ * ♦ 

Mr. Overbuty (sometime a student of the law in the Middle- 
Temple) was newly anived out of France, who having obtained 
some hivour in court beforetimes, because of some discontents, got 
licence to travel, and now, at his return, was entertained into the 
favour of Sir Robert Carr; whether it proceeded of any love towards 
him or to the intent to make use of him, is not certain; yet, never¬ 
theless, he puts him in trust with his most secret employment^ 

* * * uniting him into friendship with himself, insomuch that, to 
the shew of the world, his bond was indisolvible, neither could 
there be more friendship used, since there was nothing so secret; 
nor any matter so private, but the knight imparted it to Mr. Over¬ 
buty. 

The Countess of Essex, having harboured in her heart envy 
towards her husband even until this time, makes her repair unto 
Mistress Turner, a gentlewoman that, from her youth, had been 
given over to a loose kind of life, being of a low stature, fair visage, 
for outward behaviour comely, but in prodigality and excess most 
riotous. * * * I say, having some familiarity with this woman, 
and now taking some discontent at her husband more than here¬ 
tofore, by reason of her falling out with him, and his sharp answers, 
as she conceives, to her, repairs to her house, and there, amongst 
other discourses, disgorges herself against her husband, whereby 
the cause of her grief might easily be perceived. Mistress Turner, as 
feeling part of her pain, pities her, and in hope of profit, being now 
in necessity and want, is easily drawn to effect any thing that she 
requires; whereupon, by the report of some, it was concluded at 
this time between them to administer poison to the earl. * * * 
The earl having overpassed this evil, and continued still in his 
pristine estate, procured not any affection, but more hatred and 
loathsomeness; so that it burst forth daily to my lord's great dis¬ 
content, and draws her headlong into her own destruction. * * * 
The King taking great liking to this young ^ntleman [Robert 
Carr], to the intent that he might be no less eminent in honour, 
than he was powerful in wealth and substance, adorns him with 
the tide of Viscount Rochester, and bestows the secretariship of 
state upon him, so that his honour and his wealth make him 
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famous to foreign nations. * * * In these times the Countess of 
Essex being a spectator of those, and perceiving this viscount to be 
still raised up unto honours daily, in hope of greater, is the more 
fired with a lustful desire, and the greater are her endeavours by 
the instigation of some of her friends to accomplish what she 
determined. * * • • 

In these furious fits, she makes her repair to Mistress Turner, 
and begins a new complaint, whereby she makes manifest an 
extraordinary affection towards this young gentleman, so that she 
could not rest without his company; neither knew she any means^ 
to attain her ends, there being no relation nor acquaintance be¬ 
tween them: Whereupon, Mistress Turner, being still her second, 
and ready to put an evil attempt into execution, concludes with 
the countess to inchant the viscount to affect her; and, for thisr 
purpose, they fall acquainted with one Doctor Forman, that dwelt 
at Lambeth, being an ancient gentleman, and thought to have skill 
in the magick art: This man by rewards and gifts was wont to join 
with Mistress Turner, who now, to the intent to prey upon the 
countess, endeavour, the best they may, to inchant the viscount’s 
affection towards her: Much time is spent, many words of witch' 
craft, great cost of making pictures of wax, crosses of silver, and 
little babies for that use, yet all to small purpose: At length they, 
continuing in their sorcery, advised her to live at court, where she 
had free access without controul, though of small acquaintance 
with him, whom she most respected, nevertheless, shewing an 
affable countenance towards him, hoping, in process of time, to 
attain that she required. ♦ * * 

These things, having happened so well to her expectation, cause 
a great love towards this good couple, viz. Doctor Forman and 
Mistress Turner, solliciting them with letters, with money, and 
large promises, to continue still their friend; * * * for, a woman’s 
hands being once entered into the act of sin, she runs headlong to 
her destruction, turning those evil acts to evil ends, and endeavour' 
ing to purchase by that means profit and commodity. * * ♦ But 
from this time the countess and viscount continued their loose 
kind of life, and, as was commonly suspected, had further relation 
than was fitting, to the great disparagement of them both, and 
dishonour of so noble a house. ♦ * ♦ 

After some continuance of time, Mr. Overbury grows eminent in 
court, as well by reason of the viscount’s favour, as the good and 
careful diligence that he had in court employments; so, that now 
comparing his worth with his wealth, he is had in more respect, 
and the honour of knighthood bestowed upon him, with the hope 
of better things, * * * Overbury came acquainted with this inter¬ 
course between the viscount and the countess; for now they, having 
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had some time of himfliarity and intercourse in remote parts, shame 
not to commit the sin of venery in the court, and that to the 
privity of Sir Thomas, who both loaths and hates what he sees, 
avoiding rather than intruding himself to the knowledge of * * * 
places of meeting, which were appointed between them, by which 
means, comparing both actions together, he entered into the seaets 
of this mystery, and became acquainted with more things than the 
viscount would have had him, from whence a kind of jealousy was 
carried towards him. ♦ * * 

Now the Earl of Essex * * * enters into a new discourse with 
his lady, with many protestations both of his constancy and love 
towards her; but withal tells her of her looseness, of the report of 
the vulgar, and what a strange course of life she led, contrary to all 
piety and honesty, which stung the countess to the heart, and 
more increased and augmented her malice towards him, so that 
in a great fury she takes her coach, and repairs to her ancient ac¬ 
quaintance Mrs. Turner, who, according to her old custom, is 
ready to perform any evil act, and there they combine to bewitch 
the earl, and procure frigidity quoad hanc. For this purpose Dr. 
Forman is consulted, for the procuring of means. * * * Many 
attempts failed, and still the earl stood it out. * * * She [Countess 
of Essex] grew jealous of her art, and falls into a great fear, that 
all their labour was lost, whereupon she wrote a letter to Dr. 
Forman * * * and now he goes and inchants a nutmeg and a 
letter; one to be given to the viscount in his drink, the other to be 
sent unto him as a present; these things being accomplished, he 
[Dr. Forman], not long after, died, leaving behind him some of 
those letters, whereby the countess had intercourse with him, in 
his pocket, which gave some light into the business, amongst which 
this same was one. * ♦ ♦ 

In the mean time, there is a motion between Rochester and 
her [the Countess] for a marriage; and, since it was so, that the 
world had taken notice of their business, now to make some satis¬ 
faction, they would consummate i wedding between them: This 
motion was well liked of, * * ♦ whereupon, she grows the more 
eager of a divorce, that so she might have a new husband, for 
women of her disposition delight in change, and therefore renews 
her complaint [on grounds of impotence]; advice is taken in the 
business, * * * they grant a bill of divorce; and, now a separa¬ 
tion being had between them, the earl in a great discontent, leaves 
the court, and repaired to his house in Warwickshire, and there 
lives a private life. * • ♦ 

Now might there be a lawful discourse of marriage, since there 
was a lawful divorce, had it nevertheless been kept private, and 
only some particular friends made privy on Rochester’s side; but 
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Overbuiy's advice he lequiies amongst others, in this business, 
though to what end, it is unknown. Neverthdess, Overhury was 
utterly against it; and, being in serious discourse wiOi him, con¬ 
cerning this subject, in the passa^-gallety at Whitehall, entered 
into these or the like words, as was reported; * * * It is not the 
nature of a wise man to make her his wife, whom he hath made 
his whore. Lastly, he willed him to expect no better requital at her 
hands, than which she had shewed to her former husband, and 
withal, to weigh the present condition that he was in, and to com¬ 
pare it with the future; now he had, as it were, hut an indination 
unto such a thing, neither were those things made evident, that 
after ages would lay open; nevertheless, that he was taxed with 
indvility, levity, and indeed effeminateness; that, by the opinion 
of the wise, he was adjudged altogether unworthy of that honour, 
that was bestowed upon him. But, when these surmises should come 
by this his marriage to be made evident, what evils, before, were 
but suspected, should then be enlarged, and laid to his charge. 
* * * The countess having, before this, borne a deadly hate 
towards Overbury, because he had oftentimes before dissuaded the 
viscount, to abstain from her company; yet now, having disclosed 
unto her this speech, she becomes much more revengeful, espedally, 
because he had taxed her, with the name of a whore; for truth is 
hateful to the evil, and what before she concealed, now breaks 
forth with fury. * 

The countess thought it not enough to hear, nor to fret and 
fume, * * * but to Mrs. Turner she must go, and there renew 
her complaints with tears (hardly found in a woman of her dis¬ 
position) protesting she was never so defamed, neither did she 
ever think, that any man durst to be so saucy, as to call her whore 
and base woman, and that to Rochester, her only hopes, and with 
an impudent face; but Overbury, that negro, that scum of men, 
that devil incarnate, he might do any thing, and pass either un¬ 
regarded, or unpunished, lliis moves pity in this pitiful woman 
Mrs. Turner, who hrets as fast to see her ihet, so that there is such 
storming between them, as is incredible. At length, as we see two 
clouds, after long strife in the air, which shall have the priority in 
place, join in one; so these two women, after they had fulfilled 
their fiantick humour, join in this, to be the death of him: That 
must be the end; there is no malice like the malice of a woman; no 
submission, no intreaty, no persuasion could prevail, but he must 
die. * * * Yet, for all this, coming to their right senses, they 
begin to weigh the matter, and that it was no small thing to kill a 
man, both in respect of conscience, and law; therefore they cast 
about which should be the best way to do it; at last they conclude, 
that to pmson him was the (mly way, and that with least suspicion. 
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But Aen the party that should do it was to seek; for he must be 
no ordinary man, but an apothecary, or physician, that might 
temper the poison rightly to take efitect, according to dieir mind, 
and of long study: O^e Weston was named, diat had some time 
been servant to Dr. Turner, and thereby learned sudi experience, 
that none was so fitting to accomplish Ais exploit to him. * * * 
Two-hundred pounds are proffded him, and he of all men under¬ 
takes it. * • * 

Weston, a man that had gotten the art of poisoning, entertained 
for the purpose, and with a resolute mind ready to effect it, made 
them neither suspect nor doubt any thing, only how they might get 
him to the Tower. * * * Whereupon my Lord of Rochester, 
amongst other things, at a time convenient, lets the King under¬ 
stand how insolent Overbury was grown; that he not only con- 
tmned him, but his Majesty also, estimating this employment to 
be sent ambassador either too light a preferment for his deserts, or 
else intended to procure him further evil, and that he utterly 
disliked it, and determined to refuse it. * * * 

Sir Thomas Overbury and Rochester having, for some private 
occasion, fallen into a new breach at Newmarket, he returns very 
pensively to London; and now the time being come that he should 
give an answer, what he would do concerning this ambassage, he 
answered, that * * * he desired to be excused. It seeming some¬ 
thing strange and harsh, that he should n^lect his own good, and 
by this means incur the displeasure of the King, and lose his 
expectations, makes some of his friends to wonder, and others to 
stand in amaze. 

But in the conclusion, as he had justly deserved, by reason of 
his contempt, he is committed to the Tower, but not to be kept 
as a close prisoner. * * * 

One Franklin was entertained into these actions, a man of a 
reasonable stature, crook-shouldered, of a swarthy complexion, and 
thought to be no less a wizard than the two former, Gresham and 
Forman; this man was more employed to make poisons fit to be 
administered by Weston than otherwise; for he was excellent in 
that art, to mitigate or inaease their strength, so that sometimes 
a poison should be a month before it worked. * * * 

Weston, having received twenty-four pounds of his allowance, 
and yet nevertheless nothing accomplished according to the 
countess’s expectation, is checked by Mistress Turner for delaying 
it; whereupon he gets into his hands certain poisons, viz. rosacre, 
white arsnick, mercury sublimate, cantharides, red mercury, with 
three or four more several poisons, tempering them with his broth 
and his meat, according as he saw them affected, increasing and 
diminishing their strength, at he was instructed by his ancient 
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friend Master Franklin; besides these, tarts and jellies are sent by 
the viscount and countess * * * to Overbury, every of which tarts 
and jellies were poisoned with a several poison. • * ♦ By this 
means he begins to grow extreme sickly, having been heretofore 
accustomed to very good health; insomuch that he can scarce stand 
or go, what with the pain of his body, and the heat: Yet, neverthe- 
less, being a strong man, he stood it out a long time. * * * 

Now Weston had found out an unknown apothecary, and with 
him concludes, for twenty pounds, to administer a clyster, wherein 
should be put mercury sublimate; the youth was to come to dye 
it; Weston prepares it, and persuades Sir Thomas that it will be 
much for his health; whereupon, about the fourteenth day of 
September, he brings the said apothecary, to execute his office, 
assists him therein, and, by the infusion thereof, he falls into a 
languishing disease, with a pain in his guts; the next day after, with 
extremity of pain, he gave up the ghost.^ 

1. The remainder of the account deals with the detection, trials, and punishment 
of the conspirators. [Editors.] 



The Scholar and the Sources 


CHARLES RYSKAMP 

The New England Sources of The Scarlet Letterf 

After all the careful studies of the origins of Hawthorne's tales 
and the extensive inquiry into the English sources of The Scarlet 
Letter,^ it is surprising that the American sources for the factual 
background of his most famous novel have been largely unnoticed. 
As would seem only natural, Hawthorne used the most creditable 
history of Boston available to him at that time, and one which 
is still an important source for the identification of houses of the 
early settlers and for landmarks in the city. The book is Dr. Caleb 

H. Snow’s History of Boston. Study and comparison of the many 
histories read by Hawthorne reveal his repeated use of it for authen- 
tication of the setting of The Scarlet Letter. Consequently, for the 
most part this article will be concerned with Snow's book. 

If we are to see the accurate background Hawthorne created, 
some works other than Snow’s must also be mentioned, and the 
structure of time as well as place must be established. Then it will 
become apparent that although Hawthorne usually demanded au¬ 
thentic details of colonial history, some small changes were neces¬ 
sary in his portrayal of New England in the 1640's. These were not 
made because of lack of knowledge of the facts, nor merely by 
whim, but according to definite purposes—so that the plot would 
develop smoothly to produce the grand and simple balance of the 
book as we know it. 

During the “solitary years,’’ 1825-37, Hawthorne was “deeply en- 

t From American Literature, XXXI Letter” (Gainesville, 1957). Most of 
(November 1959), pp. this article was written before the pub- 

I. I shall make no reference to the lication of Reid’s books. It may serve, 

English sources of The Scarlet Letter however, as a complement or corrective 

which have been investigated by Alfred to the central thesis put forth by Reid: 

S. Reid in The Yellow Ruff and The “that accounts of the murder of Sir 

Scarlet Letter (Gainesville, 1955) and Thomas Overbury were Hawthorne’s 
in his edition of Sir Thomas Overbury^s principal sources in composing The 

Vision . . . and Other English Sources Scarlet Letter" {The Yellow Ruff, p. 

«/ Nedhania Hawthorne's “The Scarlet 112). * * * 
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gaged in reading everything he could lay his hands on. It was said 
in those days that he had read every book in the Athenaeum. . . > 

Yet no scholar has studied his notebooks without expressing sur> 
prise at the exceptionally few remarks there on his reading. In* 
frequently one will find a bit of ^'curious information, sometimes 
with, more often without, a notation of the source; and some of 
these passages find their way into his creative work.”* But for the 
most part Hawthorne did not reveal clues concerning the books he 
read and used in his own stories. About half of his writings deal 
in some way with colonial American history, and Professor Turner 
believes that “Hawthorne’s indebtedness to the history of New 
England was a good deal larger than has ordinarily been sup¬ 
posed.”^ Certainly in The Scarlet Letter the indebtedness was much 
more direct than has hitherto been known. 

Any work on the exact sources would have been almost impos¬ 
sible if it had not been for Hawthorne’s particular use of the New 
England annals. Most of these are similar in content. The later 
historian builds on those preceding, who, in turn, must inevitably 
base all history on the chronicles, diaries, and records of the first 
settlers. Occasionally an annalist turns up a hitherto unpublished 
fact, a new relationship, a fresh description. It is these that Haw¬ 
thorne seizes upon for his stories, for they would, of course, strike 
the mind of one who had read almost all the histories, and who 
was intimate with the fundamentals of colonial New England 
government. 

As a young bachelor in Salem Hawthorne, according to his future 
sister-in-law, Elizabeth Peabody, “made himself thoroughly ac¬ 
quainted with the ancient history of Salem, and especially with 
the witchcraft era.”* This meant that he studied Increase Mather’s 
lUustriom Providences and Cotton Mather’s MagnaUa Christi 
Americana. He read the local histories of all the important New 
England towns. He read—^and mentioned in his works—^Bancroft’s 
History of the United States, Hutchinson’s History of Massachu¬ 
setts, Snow’s History of Boston, Felt’s Annals of Salem, and Win- 
throp’s Journal.* His son reported that Hawthorne pored over tike 
daily records of the past; newspapers, magazines, chronicles, Eng¬ 
lish state trials, “all manner of lists of things. . . . The forgotten 


2. James T. Fields. Yesterdays with 
Authors (Boston, 1900), p. 47. For a 
Ibt of books which Hawthorne bor¬ 
rowed from the Salem Athenaeum, see 
Marion L. Kesselring, Hawthorne's 
Reading ISZS-ISSO (New York, 1949). 
All of my sources are included in this 
list, except the second edition (1845) 
of Fdt's Annals of Salem. 

3. The American Noteboohs, ed. Ran¬ 
dall Stewart (New Haven, 1932), p. 
xxxii. 


4. H. Arlin Turner, "Hawthorne’s Lit¬ 
erary Borrowings," PMLA, LI, 545 
(June, 1936). 

5. Moncure D. Conway, Life of Na¬ 
thaniel Hawthorne (New York, 1890), 
p. 31. 

6. Edward Dawson, Hawthornes 
Knowledge and Use of New England 
History; A Study of SewvM (Nash¬ 
ville, Temt., 1939), pp. S-6; Tuner, 
p. 551. 
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volumes of the New England Annalists were favorites of his» and 
he drew not a little material from them/'^ He used these works to 
establish verisimilitude and greater materiality for his own books. 
His reading was perhaps most often chosen to help him—os he 
wrote to Longfellow—“give a life-like semblance to such shadowy 
stuff"* as formed his romances. Basically it was an old method off 
achieving reality, most successfully accomplished in his own day 
by Scott; but for Hawthorne the ultimate efifects were quite different. 
Here and there Hawthorne reported actual places, incidents, and 
people—historical facts—and these were united with the creations 
of his mind. His explicitly stated aim in The Scarlet Letter was that 
“the Actual and the Imaginary may meet, and each imbue itself 
with the nature of the other." His audience should recognize “the 
authenticity of the outline” of the novel, and this would help them 
to accept the actuality of the passion and guilt which it contained. 
For the author himself, the strongest reality of outline or scene 
was in the past, especially the history of New England. 

The time scheme of the plot of The Scarlet Letter may be dated 
definitely. In Chapter xii, “The Minister’s Vigil,” the event which 
brings the various characters together is the death of Governor 
Winthrop. From the records we know that the old magistrate died 
on March 26, 1649.* However, Hawthorne gives the occasion as 
Saturday, “an obscure night of early May." Some sug^tions may 
be made as reasons for changing the date. It would be di£Bcult to 
have a night-long vigil in the cold, blustery month of March with¬ 
out serious plot complications. The rigidly conceived last chapters 
of the book require a short period of time to be dramatically and 
psychologically effective. The mounting tension in the mind and 
heart of the Reverend Mr. Dimmesdale cries for release, for revela¬ 
tion of his secret sin. Hawthorne realized that for a powerful climax, 
not more than a week, or two weeks at the most, should elapse 
between the night of Winthrop’s death, when Dimmesdale stood 
on the scaffold, and the public announcement of his sin to the crowd 
on Election Day. The Election Day and the Election Sermons 
(p. 257) were well-known and traditionally established in the early 
colony in the months of May or June.^ (The election of 1649, at 

7 . Julian Hawthorne, Hawthorne Read- by His Sister Elisabeth,” Amerkam 
mg (Cleveland, 1902), pp. 107-108, Uteroture, XVI. 324. 330, Jaa.. 194S). 
Ill, 132. Hawthorne’s sister Elizabeth 8. The American Noteboohr, p. zlii. 
wrote to James T. Fields: “There was 9. William Allen, Am Amerkam Bia- 
[at the Athenaeum] also much that graphical and Hitteneal Dictionary 
related to the early History of New (Cambridge, Mass., 1809), p. 616; 
England .... I think if you looked Caleb H. &ow, A History of Boston 
over a file of old Colonial Newspapers (Boston. 1825), p. 1()4; Thomas 
you would not be surprised at the fas- Hutchinson, The History of Massachss- 
cination my brother found in them. setts (Salem. 1795), I. 142. 

There were a few volumes in the Salem I. John Wuthiop, The Histoey of 
Athenaeum; he always complained be- New England from 1630 to 1649 
cause there were no more” (Randall (Boston, 1825-1836), II, 31, 218 (a 
Stewart, "Recollections of Hawthorne note on p. 31 states that the charter of 
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which John Endicott became governor^ was held on May 2.) Con> 
sequently Hawthorne was forced to choose between two historical 
events, more than a month apart. He wisely selected May, rather 
than March, 1649, for the time of the action of the last half of the 
book (Chapters xii-xxiii). 

The minister’s expiatory watch on the scaffold is just seven jears 
after Hester Prynne first faced the hostile Puritans on the same 
platform. Therefore, the first four chapters of The Scarlet Letter 
may be placed in June, 1642. Hawthorne says that at this time 
Bellingham was governor. Again one does not ^d perfect historical 
accuracy; if it were so, then Winthrop would have been governor, 
for Bellingham had finished his term of office just one month 
before.^ A possible reason for Hawthorne’s choice of Bellingham 
will be discussed later. 

The next major scene—^that in which Hester Prynne goes to the 
mansion of Bellingham—takes place three years later (1645}.^ 
Hawthorne correctly observes: "though the chances of a popular 
election had caused this former ruler to descend a step or two from 
the highest rank, he still held an honorable and influential place 
among the colonial magistracy.’’^ From the description of the 
garden of Bellingham’s house we know that the time of the year 
was late summer. 

With these references to time, as Edward Dawson has sug- 
gested,<^ we can divide the major action of the novel as follows: 

Act One 

i. Chapters i-iii. The Market-Place, Boston. A June morning, 1642. 

ii. Chapter iv. The Prison, Bosto n. Afternoon of the same day. 

1629 provided (or a general election on The dim reflection of a remembered 

**the last Wednesday in Easter term splendor, a colorless and manifold di- 

yearly”; after 1691, on the last Wednes- luted repetition of what'they had be- 

day of May); also Daniel Neal, The held in proud old London . . . might 

History of Nn>~England ... to .. . be traced in the customs which our 

1700 (London, 1747), II, 2S2. Speak- forefathers instituted, with reference to 

ing of New England festivals, Neal the annual installation of magistrates.” 

writes: "their Grand Festivals are tte 2. Winthrop, 11, 31: June 2, 1641, 

Day of the annual Election of Magis- Richard Bellingir'm elected governor, 

trates at Boston, which is the latter Winthrop, II, 63: May 18, 1642, John 

End of May; and the Commencement Winthrop elected governor, 

at CaiKfrridge, which is the last Wedaei- 3. The Scarlet Letter, p. 138: "Pearl, 

day in July, when Business is pretty therefore, so large were the attainments 

much laid aside, and the People are as of her three years’ lifetime,^ could have 

chearful among their Friends and home a fair examination in the New 

Neighbours, as the English arc at England Primer, or the first column of 

Christmas.” Note Hawthorne’s descrip- the Westminster Catechisms, although 

tion of Election Day (The Scarlet unacquainted with the outward form of 

Letter, p. 275): "Had they followed either of those celebrated works.” The 

their tereditary taste, the New England Westminster Catechisms were not for- 

setUcrs would have illustrated all muiated until 1647; the New England 

events of public importance by bon- Primer was first brought out ca. 1690. 

fires, banquets, pageantries and proces- 4. Winthrop, II, 220: on May 14, 

sions .... liiere was seme shadow of 1645, Thomas Dudley had been elected 

an attempt of this kind in the mode of governor. 

celebrating the day on which the po- 5. I am largely Indebted to Dawson, 

litkal year of the colony comment. p. 17, for thu time scheme. 
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ity. A detailed stieet'by>stTeet and liouse-by>house description of 
tlie dty in 1650 is given Snow in his History of Boston. It is 
certainly the most complete history of the early days in any work 
available to Hawthorne. Whether he had an early map of Boston 
cannot be known, but it is doubtful that any existed from th^ year 
1650. However, Ae City of Boston Record, 1634-1660, and the 
"Book of Possessions" with the reconstructed maps (made in 1903- 
1905 by George Lamb, based on the original records)* prove con¬ 
clusively the exactness of the descriptions written Snow and 
Hawthorne. 

Hawthorne locates the first scene of The Scarlet Letter in this 
way: 

... it may safely be assumed that the forefathers of Boston had 
built the first prison-house somewhere in the vicinity of Comhill, 
almost as seasonably as they marked out the first burial-ground, on 
Isaac Johnson’s lot, and round about his grave, which subsequently 
became the nucleus of all the congregated sepulchres in the old 
churchyard of King’s Chapel.^ 

It was no great distance, in those days, from the prison-door to 
the market-place. . . . Hester Prynne . . . came to a sort of scaf¬ 
fold, at the western extremity of the market-place. It stood nearly 
beneath the eaves of Boston’s earliest church, and appeared to be 
a fixture there.® 

Snow says that in 1650 Governor Bellingham and the Rev. John 
Wilson lived on one side of the Market-Place and Church Square 
(Snow, p. 117). Near Spring Lane on the other side of the Square 
(mentioned by Hawthorne when little Pearl says, "1 saw her, the 
other day, bespatter the Governor himself with water, at the cattle- 
trough in Spring Lane") was the home of Governor Winthrop 
(Snow, p. 108). All the action of The Scarlet Letter set in Boston 
is thus centered in the heart of the city. This, as Snow takes great 
pains to point out^ was where all the leading townsmen lived. He 
writes: 

6 . For the drawing of the map repro- 506. 539, writea: “The whipping-post 

dnced with this article, I am grateful wppata as a land-mark in the Boston 

to Professor W. F. Shellman, Jr., of the records in 1639, and the frequent sen- 

School of Arc^tecture, Princetim Uni- traces to be whipped must have made 

versity. the post entirely familiar to the town. 

7. Concerning Isaac Johnson, Snow It stood in front of the First Church, 

writes; “According to his particular de- and was probab^ thought to be as nec- 

aire expressed on his death bed. he was esaaiy to good discipline as a police- 

huried at the Southwest corner of the station now is ... . The stocks stood 

lot, and the people exhibited their at- sometimes near the whipping-post 

tachment to him, by ordering their .... And here, at last, before the 

bodies to be buried near him. T^ was very door of the sanctuary, perhaps to 

the origin of the first burying place, at show that the Church and State went 

present the Chapel burial ground” hand-in-hand in precept and penalty, 

i p. 37). stood the first whipping-post,—no un- 

. Justin Winsor, in The Memoriai important adjunct of Puritan life.” 
Btstery ej Boston (Boston, 1S81), 1, 
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has been so often repeated that it is now generally believed the 
north part of the town was at that period the most populous. We 
are convinced that the idea is erroneous. . . , The book of oos- 
sessions records the estates of about 2^0, the number of tneir 
houses, bams, gardens, and sometimes the measurement of their 
lands. It seems to embrace the period from 1640 to i6;o, and we 
conclude, gives us the names of almost, if not quite, all the 
freemen of Boston. They were settled through the whole length 
of the main street on both sides. ... It is evident too, that most 
of the wealthy and influential characters lived in what is now the 
centre of the town. We discover only about thirty names of 
residents north of the creek. 

A clear instance of Hawthorne's bonowing a fact from Snow is 
in the naming of “Master Brackett, the jailer.” Few colonial his- 
'torians mention a jailer in Boston at this time, and if they do, 
they give his name as Parker. But Snow, alone it would seem, gives 
this information about Brackett, after writing about the property 
of John Leverett: “His next neighbour on the south was Richard 
Parker or Brackett, whose name we find on the colony records as 
prison keeper so early as 1638. He had ‘the market stead* on the 
east, the prison yard west, and the meeting house on the south” 
(Snow, p. 116). This last sentence taken from Snow gives the 
exact location of the action of the early chapters of The Scarlet 
Letter. 

Another example of Hawthorne's use of Snow is shown in the 
description of ^vemor Bellingham’s house. Here Hawthorne 
builds a vivid image of the old mansion. He writes of Hester and 
Pearl: 

Without further adventure, they reached the dwelling of Cover- 
nor Bellingham. This was a large wooden hou.se. built in a fashion 
of which there are specimens still extant in the streets of our 
older towns. ... It had, indeed, a very cheery aspect; the walls 
being overspread with a kind of stucco, in which fragments of 
broken glass were plentifully intermixed; so that, when the sun¬ 
shine fell aslant'Wise over the front of the edifice, it glittered and 
sparkled as if diamonds had been flung against it by the double 
handful.... It was further decorated with strange and seemingly 
cabalistic figures and diagrams, suitable to the quaint taste of the 
age, which had been drawn in the stucco when newly laid on, and 
had now grown hard and durable, for the admiration of after 
times.* 

’There are almost no representations of the first settlers’ houses in 
the New England annals. But Snow on one occasion does print an 
old plate showing an “Ancient building at the comer of Ann> 

9. Hawthorne also accurately noted ‘*Re was by education a lawyer" 
t^t Governor Bdlingham was “bred a (p. 159). 
lawyer.” Snow writes of Bellingham: 
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Street and Market-Square" (p. 166). And he describes the house 
in a way which bears a remarl^ble resemblance to the sketch written 
by Hawthorne twenty-five years later: 

This, says a description furnished by a friend, is perhaps the only 
wooden building now standing in the city to show what was eon- 
sideied elegance of architecture here, a century and a half ago. ... 
Hie outside is covered with plastering, or what is commonly called 
rough-cast. But instead of pebbles, which are generally used at the 
present day to make a hard surface on the mortar, broken glass was 
used. This glass appears like that of common junk bottles, broken 
into pieces of about half an inch diameter. . . . This surface was 
also variegated with ornamental squares, diamonds and flowers- 
de-luce. (p. 167)' 

Snow is also the only historian who tells the story of Mrs. Sher¬ 
man’s pig in order to bring out its effect upon the early Massachu¬ 
setts government.^ Hawthorne, with his characteristic interest in 
the unusual fact from the past, refers to this strange incident: 

At that epoch of pristine simplicity, however, matters of even 
slighter public interest, and of far less intrinsic weight, than the 
wdfare of Hester and her child, were strangely mixed up with the 
deliberations of legislators and acts of state. The period was hardly, 
if at all, earlier than that of our story, when a dispute concerning 
the right of property in a pig not only caused a fierce and bitter 
contest in the legislative body of the colony, but resulted in an im¬ 
portant modification of the framework itself of the legislature. 

In his version of the story Snow said that the incident “gave rise 
to a change also in regard to the Assistants” (p. 95) and that 
because of the confusion and dissatisfaction over the decision of 
the court, “provision was made for some cases in which, if the two 
houses differed, it was agreed that the major vote of the whole 
should be decisive. This was the origin of our present Senate” 
(p. 96). 

The characters named in The Scarlet Letter —other than Hester, 
Pearl, Chillingworth, and Dimmesdale, for whom we can find no 
real historical bases—^were actual figures in history. The fictional 
protagonists of the action move and gain their being in part through 
their realistic meetings with well-known people of colonial Boston. 
Even the fantastic Pearl grows somewhat more substantial in the 
light of the legend and story of her primitive world. She is seen, 
for example, against the silhouette of the earlier Mr. Blackstone. 
When describing Bellingham's garden Hawthorne relates: “There 

1 . For a possible source for details cd.; Salem, 184S), I, 403-406. 
concerning the interior of Bellingham’s 2. Snow, pp. 9^96. Hutchinson, I, 
house, the front door, knocker, etc., see 135-136, also.refers to the incident, hut 
Jos^ B. Felt, Atu^s of Salem (2nd not in this particular way. 
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were a few rose-bushes, however, and a number of apple-trees, proh- 
ably the descendants of those planted by the Reverend Mr. Bkch 
stone, the first settler of the peninsula; that half-mythological per¬ 
sonage, who rides through our early annals, seated on the back of 
a bull." Snow had said: 

By right of previous possession, Mr. Blackstone had a title to 
proprietorship in the whole peninsula. It was in fact for a time 
called Blackstone's neck... . Mr. Blackstone was a very eccentrick 
character. He was a man of learning, and had received episcopal 
ordination in England. ... It was not very long before Mr. 
Blackstone found that there might be more than one kind of non- 
conformity, and was virtually obliged to leave the remainder of 
his estate here. . . . Let the cause of his removal have been what 
it may, certain it is that he went and settled by the Pawtucket 
river. ... At this his new plantation he lived unintenupted for 
many years, and there raised an orchard, the first that ever bore 
apples in Rhode Island. He had the first of the sort called yellow 
sweetings, that were ever in the world, and is said to have planted 
the first orchard in Massachusetts also. , . . Though he was far 
from agreeing in opinion with Roger Williams, he used frequently 
to go to Providence to preach the gospel; and to encourage his 
vounger hearers, while he gratified his own benevolent disposition, 
be would give them of his apples, which were the first they ever 
saw. It was said that when he grew old and unable to travel on 
foot, not having any horse, he used to ride on a bull, which he had 
tamed and tutored to that use. (pp. 50-53) 

This account is taken virtually word for word from a series of 
articles called “The Historical Account of the Planting and Growth 
of Providence” published in the Providence Gazette (January 12 
to March 30, 1765).® However, Snow adds to this narrative the 
application to Boston, which would be of special interest to Haw¬ 
thorne (the phrase, “and is said to have planted the first orchard 
in Massachusetts also”). 

The only minor characters that are developed to such an extent 
that they become in any way memorable figures are Mrs. Hibbins 
and the Rev. John Wilson. Hawthorne’s use of Mrs. Hibbins shows 
again a precise interest in the byways of Boston history. He describes 
the costume of the “reputed witch-lady” carefully. He refers to her 
as “Governor Bellingham’s bitter-tempered sister, . . . the same 
who, a few years later, was executed as a witch.” And again, during 
the minister’s vigil, Hawthorne writes that Dimmesdale beheld “at 
one of the chamber-windows of Governor Bellingham’s mansion 
. . . the appearance of the old magistrate himself. ... At an¬ 
other window of the same house, moreover, appeared old Mistress 

3 . These were reprinted in the Massachusetts Historical Society’s CoUections, 

2nd Ser., IX, 166-203 (1820). 
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Hibbins, the Governor's sister . In Snow's book there is this 
account of Mrs. Ann Hibbins: 

The most remarkable occurrence in the colony in the year 165$ 
was the trial and condemnation of Mrs. Ann Hibbins of Boston 
for witchcraft. Her husband, who died July 23,1654, was an agent 
for the colony in England, several years one of the assistants, ^nd 
a merchant of note in the town; but losses in the latter part of his 
life had reduced his estate, and increased the natural crabbedness 
of his wife's temper, which made her turbulent and quarrelsome, 
and brought her under church censures, and at length rendered her 
so odious to her neighbours as to cause some of them to accuse her 
of witchcraft. The jury brought her in guilty, but the magistrates 
refused to accept the verdict; so the cause came to the general 
court, where the popular clamour prevailed against her, and the 
miserable old lady was condemnea and executed in June 1636. 
(p. 140)^ 

There seems to be only one source for Hawthorne's reference to 
Mrs. Hibbins as Bellingham's sister. That is in a footnote by James 
Savage in the 1825 edition of John Winthrop's History of New Eng¬ 
land, and it was this edition that Hawthorne borrowed from Uie 
Salem Athenaeum.® Savage writes that Mrs, Hibbins “suflEered the 
punishment of death, for the ridiculous crime, the year after her 
husband’s decease; her brother, Bellingham, not exerting, perhaps, 
his highest influence for her preservation."® Hawthorne leads the 
reader to assume that Mrs. Hibbins, nine years before the death of 
her husband, is living at the home of her brother. Hawthorne uses 
this relationship between Bellingham and Mrs. Hibbins in order to 
have fewer stage directions and explanations. It helps him to estab- 
lish a more realistic unity in the tale. It partially explains the pres* 
ence of the various people at the Market-Place the night of the 
minister's vigil, since Bellingham's house was just north of the 
scaffold. It also suggests why Bellingham is the governor chosen 
for the opening scenes of the novel, to prevent the plot from be¬ 
coming encumbered with too many minor f^ures. 

The Reverend John Wilson's description is sympathetically done, 
and it is for the most part historically accurate. Hawthorne presents 
him as “the reverend and famous John Wilson, the eldest clergy¬ 
man of Boston, a great scholar, like most of his contemporaries in 
the profession, and withal a man of kind and genial spirit." Cotton 
Mather,^ William Hubbard,® and Caleb Snow totify to his re- 

4. TUt is almost a literal copy from “As for Mistress Hibbins. history da- 

Hutchinson, I, 173. See also William scribes her as Beilinsham’s relative, but 

Hubbard, “A General History of New does not say that she was his sister, as 

En^i^ad," Massachusetts Historiod ^ is stated in the 'Roaunos' “ (“Scenes 

ciety CMeetioiu, 2nd Ser., V, 574 of Hawthorne’s Romances,” Centary 

(ISIS); Winthrop. I. 321. Mfnkf, XXVIII. 391, July, 18S4). 

5. XssMring, p. 64. 7. Magmttia CMiH Ammeama (Lm- 

6. Windup, I, 321 n. This oontn- don, 1702), bh. HI, p. 46. 
dkts Julian Hawthorne’s observation: 8. Hubbard, p. 604. 
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markable ^'compassion for the distressed and . . . aflFection for alP 
(Snow, p. 156). William Allen, in his American Biographictd and 
Historicld Dictionary^ writes that "Mr. Wilson was one of the most 
humble, pious, and benevolent men of the age, in which he lived. 
Kind affection^ and zeal were the prominent traits in his character. 
. . . Every one loved him. . . Hawthorne, to gain dramatic 
opposition to Dimmesdale, makes the preacher seem older than he 
really was. He pictures the man of ^ty-seven as "the venerable 
pastor, John Wilson . . . [with a] beard, white as a snow-drift"; 
and later, as the "good old minister." 

Hawthorne's description of Puritan costuming has been substan¬ 
tiated by twentieth-century research. Although the elders of the 
colonial church dressed in "sad-colored garments, and gray, steeple- 
crowned hats"' and preached simplicity of dress, Hawthorne recog¬ 
nized that "the church attendants never followed that preaching."^ 
"Lists of Apparell” left by the old colonists in their wills, inven¬ 
tories of estates, ships' bills of lading, laws telling what must not 
be worn, ministers' sermons denouncing excessive ornamentation 
in dress, and portraits of the leaders prove that "little of the extreme 
Puritan is found in the dress of the first Boston colonists."* Alice 
Morse Earle, after going over the lists of clothing brought by the 
Puritans, concludes: 


From all this cheerful and ample dress, this might well be a Cava¬ 
lier emigration; in truth, the apparel supplied as an outfit to the 
Virginia planters (who are generally supposed to be far more 
given over to rich dress) is not as full nor as costly as this apparel 
of Massachusetts Bay. In this as in every comparison I make, I 
find little to indicate any difference between Puritan and Cavalier 
in quantity of garments, in quality, or cost—or, indeed, in form. 
The differences in England were much exa^rated in print; in 
America they often existed wholly in men's notions or what a 
Puritan must be. (I, 34) 


Hawthorne's descriptions agree with the early annals. The em¬ 
broideries and bright colors worn by Pearl, the silks and velvets of 
Mrs. Hibbins, Hester's needlework—the laces, "deep ruffs . . . 


9 . Allen, p. 613. The Reverend John 
Wnson was bom in 1588; be di^ in 
1667. 

1. The phnue, “steeple-crowned hats." 
is used by HawUiorne each time he 
describes the dress of the Puritan 
dders (Tke SearUt Letter, pp. 24, 67, 
79, 278). The only source that I have 
bam aUe to find for this particular 
phrase is in an essay on bats in a aeries 
of articles on cltithing worn in former 
thnes: Joseph Moser, “Vestiges, Col¬ 
lected and Recollected, Number XXIV 
Berepeem Mefosme, XLV, 409-415 
(1804). The Charge-Books of the Sakm 


Atbmaeum show that Hawthorne read 
the magazine in which this article ap¬ 
peared. Moser wrote about the “elevat^ 
and solemn beavers of the Puritans" 


(p. 414) and the “high and steeple- 
crowned hats, probably from an idea, 
that the conjunction of Church and 
State was necessary to ezalt their aiche- 
type in the manner that It was eialtcd” 
(p. 411). 

2. Alke Morse Rule. Twe CemtmHes 
«/ Cetteme ie AmeHea (New York, 
1905), 1, 8. 

S. Bane^ 1,18. 
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and gorgeously embroidered gloves'*—^were, as he said^ "readily 
allowed to individuals dignified by rank or wealth, even while 
sumptuary laws forbade these and similar extravagances to the 
plebeian order." The Court in 1651 had recorded "its utter detesta¬ 
tion and dislike that men or women of mean condition should take 
upon them the garb of Gentlemen, by wearing gold or silver lace 
. . . which, though allowable to persons of greater Estates or*tnoie 
liberal Education, yet we cannot but judge it intolerable in persons 
of such like condition."* Hawthorne’s attempt to create an au¬ 
thentic picture of the seventeenth century is shown in The Amer¬ 
ican Notebooks where he describes the “Dress of an old woman, 
1656."^^ But all of Hawthorne’s description is significant beyond 
the demands of verisimilitude. In The Scarlet Letter he is repeating 
the impressions which are characteristic of his tales: the portrayal 
of color contrasts for symbolic purposes, the play of light and dark, 
the rich color of red against black, the brilliant embroideries'^ on 
the sable background of the "sad-colored garments." 

So far there has been slight mention of the influence of Cotton 
Mather’s writings on The ^arlet Letter. These surely require our 
attention in any study such as this one. Professor Turner believes 
that certain elements of Mather’s Magnolia Christi Americana, 
"and in particular the accounts of God’s judgment on adulterers 
[in II, 397-398] » may also have influenced The Scarlet Letter. 
Mather relates [II, 404-405] that a woman who had killed her 
illegitimate child was exhorted by John Wilson and John Cotton to 
repent while she was in prison awaiting execution. In like manner, 
as will be recalled, John Wilson joins with Governor Bellingham 
and Arthur Dimmesdale in admonishing Hester Prynne to reveal 
the father of her child.”^ It is possible that an echo of the witch 
tradition in the Magn<dia Christi Americana may also be found in 
The Scarlet Letter. “The proposal by Mistress Hibbins that Hester 
accompany her to a witch meeting is typical of the Mather witch 
tradition, which included, in accordance with the well known pas¬ 
sage in The Scarlet Letter, the signing in the devil’s book with an 
iron pen and with blood for ink. . . The Black Man men¬ 
tioned so often by Hawthorne was familiar to the Puritan settlers 
of New England. Pearl tells her mother "a story about the Black 

4 . Winsor, I, 484-485. Hawthorne had 8. Turner, p. S46—see The Scarlet 
read the Acts and Laws ... of Ike Lettw, pp. 143-144, and MagnOia 
Mttssajchusetts-Bay in New-England Christi Americana, bk. VI, p. 81: "It 
(Boston, 1726}—see Kesselring, p. 56. was not long before M. L. . . . con- 

5. The American Notebooks, p. 109. fess’d that She rode with her Mother 

6. One of Hawthorne’s favorite w’ords to the said Witch-meeting .... At 

—for example, see The American Note- another time M..L. junior, the Grand- 
books, p. 97. daughter, aged about 17 Years . . . 

7. Turner, p. 550; Turner is using the declares that . . . they . . . rode on a 

Hartford (1855) edition of the Mag- Stick or Pole in the Ahr . . . and that 
nalia Christi Americana. See The Scar- they set their Hands to the Devil's 
let Letter, pp. 86-91. Book . . . ." 
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Man. . . . How he haunts this £<»rest» and carries a book with 
him,— a big, heavy book, witii bon dasps; and how thu u^ Black 
Man offers his book and an iron pen to everybody that meets him 
here among the trees; and they are to write then names with then 
own blood.'* Cmiceraing the Black Man, Cotton Mather had 
written: "These Tormentors tondted unto die afflicted a Book, 
requiring them to Siffi it, or Touch it at least, in token of then 
consenting to be listed in the Service of the Devil; which they 
refusing to do» die Spectres under die Command of that Blackman^ 
as they called him, would apply themsdves to Torture them with 
prodigious Molestations.”* 

Even the portent in the sky, the great red letter A, which was 
seen on the night of the revered John Windirop's death (and 
Dimmesdale’s vigU), would not have seemed too strange to Puritan 
bbtorians.. To them it would certainly not have been merely an 
indication of Hawthorne’s gothic interests. Snow had related that 
when John Cotton had died on Thursday, December 23, 165a, 
"strange and alarming signs appeared in the heavens, while his body 
lay, according to the custom ci the times, till the Tuesday follow* 
ing” (p. 133). 

The idea of the scarlet A had been in Hawthorne’s mind for 
some years before he wrote the novel. In 1844 he had made this 
comment in his notebooks as a suggestion for a story: "The life 
of a woman, who, by the old colony law, was condemned always 
to wear the letter A, sewed on her garment, in token of her having 
committed adultery.”^ Before that, in "Endicott and the Red 
Cross,” he had told of a "woman with no mean share of beauty” 
who wore a scarlet A. It has commonly been accepted that the 
"old colony law” which he had referred to in his notebooks had 
been found in Felt’s Annals of Salem, where we read under the 
date of May 5, 1694: "Among such laws, passed this session, were 
two against Adultery and Polygamy. Those guilty of the first crimes 
were to sit an hour on the gallows, with ropes about their necks,— 
be severely whipt not above 40 stripes; and forever after wear a 
capital A, two inches long, cut out of cloth coloured differendy 
from their clothes, and sewed on the arms, or back parts of then 
garments so as always to be seen when they were about.”* 

Exactly when Hawthorne began writing The Scarlet Letter is not 
known, but by September 27,1849, he was working on it throughout 
every ^y. It was finished by February 3, 1830.* In the novel there 
is the same rapid skill at composition which is typical of the note- 

9 . Megadie CMsH Amerieeae, bk. II. 2. Joseph B. Pelt, Tke Aaneis of 
p. 60; see also Msssachusetts Historical Sekm, from lit First Settlemeat 
Society Cdteetiens, V, 64 (1708); (Salem, 1827), p. 317. 

Neal, It, 131, 133-13S, 144, ISO, 158, 3. RandaU Stewart, Netkesskl Sew 

160, 169. tiorae (New Haven, 1948), pp. 93*>95. 

I. Tie Amerieem Netdnoks, p. 107. 
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bodes. From the multitude of histmied facb he knew he could cdl 
forth with severe economy only a few to support the scenes of 
passion or punishment. Perhaps it does not seem good judgment 
to claim that Hawthorne wrote The Scarlet Letter with a copy of 
Snow's History of Boston on the desk. But it does not appear be> 
lievable that sill these incidental facts from New England histories 
the exacting time sdieme; the authentic description of Bodon in 
tile 1640% should have remained so extremely dear and perfect in 
his mind when he was under the extraordinary strain of writing the 
story. Here the studies of Hawthorne’s literary borrowings made by 
Dawson, Turner, and others must be taken into account. They have 
shown that in certain of his tales, he ’’seems to have written with 
his original open before him.”^ To claim a firm dependence upon 
certain New England histories for tiie background of The Scarlet 
Letter should therefore not seem unreasonable. 

The inddents, places, and persons noticed in this article are the 
prindpal New England historical references in The Scarlet Letter. 
A study like this of Hawthorne’s sources shows something of his 
thorough method of reading; it reveals especially his certain knowl¬ 
edge of colonial history and his interest in the unusual, obscure 
hict. But these are side lights of an author’s mind. His steady deter¬ 
mination was to make the romances of his imagination as real as 
tile prison-house and the grave. 

It would be unfair to leave the study of Hawthorne’s historical 
approach here. His final concern in history was the attempt to 
find the ’’spiritual significance”'^ of the facts. As his sister Elizabeth 
had said of the young man: ”He was not very fond of history in 
general.”* Hawthorne stated concretely his conception of history 
and the novel in a review (1846) of W. G. Simms’s Views and 
Reviews in American History: 

... we cannot help feeling that the real treasures of his subject 
have escaped the author’s notice. The themes suggested by him, 
viewed as he views them, would produce nothing but historical 
novels, cast in the same worn out mould that has b^ in use these 
thirty years, and which it is time to break up and fling away. To be 
the prophet of Art requires almost as high a gift as to be a fulfiller 
of the prophecy. Mr. Simms has not this gift; he possesses nothing 
of the magic touch that should cause new intellectual and moral 
shapes to spring up in the reader’s mind, peopling with varied 
life what had hitherto been a barren waste.^ 

With the evocation of tiie spirit of the colonial past, and with a 
realistic embodiment of scene, Hawthorne repeopled a landscape 

4 . Turner, p. S47. 7. Stewart, ‘‘Rawthome’i Contrlbu- 

5. Julian Hawthorne, HewlAenie Read- tiona to The Salem Advertiser/’ Amer- 

Mf, p. 100. koH LUeratme, V, SS1-332 (Jan., 

6. “Recollectioni of Hawthorne by Hb 1934). 

Slater EUnbeth,” p. 324. 
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whereiii new intdlectual and moral shapes could dwdl. The new 
fiction of Hester Prynne and the old appearances of Mrs. Hihbins 
could not be separated. Time past and time present became ex< 
plicable as they were identified in the same profound moral en¬ 
gagement. 


CHARLES BOEWE and MURRAY G. MURPHEY 
Hester Prynne in Histoiyf 

A recent exhaustive examination by Charles Ryskamp of the 
(»ntribution of Caleb H. Snow’s History of Boston to the factual 
namework of The Scarlet Letter^ goes far to justify Hawthorne’s 
own claim for the historical “authenticity of the outline’’ of the 
storyWhile no one supposes that an actual bundle of papers pre- 
par^ by a Surveyor Jonathan Pue ever existed—^like Defoe^ Haw¬ 
thorne loads on historicity in “The Custom House’’ to ballast his 
fancy—^nevertheless it is for from certain that “no real historical 
bases’’ exist for Hester, as Mr. Ryskamp remarks in passing. It b 
not surprising that Hawthorne drew upon historical ^rsonages for 
minor characters and seemingly invent^ his major ones—that, after 
all, is standard practice in the historical novel. Yet, except in a 
strictly technical sense, Mr. Ryskamp’s observation follows too liter¬ 
ally another’s assertion that “no Hester Prynne is to be discovered 
in the annals of Boston . . and seems to imply that she is 
largely a fabrication. 

If, literally, Hester is found neither in the annals of Boston nor 
in Snow’s History compiled from those annals, perhaps the “real” 
Hester merely was relocated by Hawthorne’s imagination. We be¬ 
lieve she was. 

Of course, the Hester Prynne of the novel was not drawn directly 
foom a single seventeenth-century Puritan prototype in the way a 
minor character like Governor Bellingham was. In this sense she is 
not to be found in any of the annals. But already in print are most 
of the details necessary for one to conceive how Hawthorne built up 
her composite picture from historical scraps at hand. Most notable 
of them is the story of Goodwife Mendame of Duxbury, who was 
condemned “to be whipt at a cart’s tayle throu^ the town’s streets, 

f From Am«HeM literMtmre, XXXII 2. Bamtkortu^t Werht (Boston. 188S), 
(M» 1960), pp. 202-204. V, 52. . 

1. Onrlct Ryduunp. “The New Ena- 3. Austin Wsmn. “Introduction," Tkt 
land Srarces of The ScerUt Letter,'* Seertet Letter, Rinehart ed. (New York 
Amerkem LUerelmre, XXXI, 257-272 [1947]), p. vl. 

(Noe., 1959). 
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and to weare a badge with the capital letters AD cut in dodi upon 
her left sleeve" when she was found guilty of adultery.* Duxbury 
was a satellite of Plymouth Colony, not of Massachusetts Bay, and 
Plymouth was traditionally referred to as the Old Colony. When 
Hawthorne jotted down the germ of his novel he wrote: “The life 
of a woman, who, by the old colony laws, was condemned always 
to wear the letter A, sewed on her garment, in token of her having 
committed adultery."* 

If the idea of the symbolic letter may have come from Plymouth, 
the name of the character in the novel apparently derived from a 
source closer home. Hitherto unnoticed, we believe, is a rather 
striking item in the records of the Salem Quarterly Court which 
convened in November of 1668: 

Hester Craford, for fornication with John Wedg, as she con¬ 
fessed, was ordered to be severely whipped and that security be 
given to save the town from the charge of keeping the child. 
Mordecaie Craford [her father] bound. The judgment of her being 
whipped was respitted for a month or six weeks after the birth of 
the child, and it was left to the Worshipful Major William 
Hathome to see it executed on a lecture day.* 

Though Hawthorne recognized the careful distinction the Puritans 
made between fornication and adultery, this judgment would suffi¬ 
ciently account for the first name of his character, especially since 
his own stern ancestor was involved in the trial and punishment. 
While it cannot be proved with certainty from the known titles 
that Hawthorne read^ that he happened across this passage, we are 
assured by the testimony of his son* that “forgotten volumes of the 
New England Annalists were favorites of his." 

Hie outward details of the character Hester had to be a mosaic 
of bits and pieces. The action of the novel takes place between 
1642 and 1649, as Mr. Ryskamp shows; even if the figure of the 
scarlet A did come from Joseph B. Felt's Annals of Salem as he 
suggests (p. 271), yet we must notice that the law establishing this 
peculiar punishment for adultery was passed only as late as 1694. 
Earlier, as the court record cited above shows, whipping was the 
standard punishment for fornication at Salem, while in 1644, in 
the middle of the very period the novel covers, the unfortunate 
Mary Latham, who was married to an old man whom she did not 
love and who committed adultery with “divers young men," was 

4. Quoted by George F. Wllliion, Saints 6. Records and FUes of the Qnarterfy 
and S/re«ferj (New York, 1945), p. Courts 9 / Essex County, Massachusetts 
324; alto quoted in Warren’s Introduc- (Salem, 1914), IV, 84. 
tion. 7. Marion L. Kesselring, Hamthorne'i 

L The American Notebooks, ed. Ran- Reading IS28-JSS0 (New York, 1949) 
dall Stewart (New Haven, 1932), p. 8. Quoted by Ryskamp, p. 2S9. 

107. Italics ours. 
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actually subjected to the statutoiy death penalty by the Massa> 
chusetts Bay court.* Hawthorne could not allow strict historical 
accuracy to kill off his heroine in the first chapter. 

Instead he simply exercised his novelist's prerogative of shifting 
about the historical details to suit his purpose. He acknowledged 
as much about the sketch **Main Street/’ the historical facts of 
which he pretended came from one of Surveyor Pue's manusaipts, 
as did those of The Scarlet Letter.^ In “Main Street” an unnamed 
aitic of the mechanical panorama which exhibits Salem’s history is 
made to thunder: “you have fallen into anachronisms that I posi¬ 
tively shudder to think ofl” The showman Hawthorne calmly ad¬ 
mits the charge, but mildly adds: “Sir, you break the illusion of 
the scene... 

. May the showman forgive us for sniffing out clues of the histori¬ 
cal Hester. 


ERNEST W. BAUGHMAN 
Public Confession and The Scarlet Letterf 

In The Scarlet Letter, Dimmesdale’s story ends with the public 
confession of his sin, the acknowledgement of Hester as his part- 
ner, and the recognition of Pearl as his child. The confession knits 
up the story strands of the four major characters; and it further 
affects the lives of the remaining characters. The psychological 
necessity for Dimmesdale’s confession has been established beyond 
doubt long before it occurs. As the author has managed the plot, no 
other ending is possible. However, Hester’s treatment by colony 
and church authorities in the first pillory scene implies that public 
confession was customary for certain crimes in Massachusetts Bay 
Colony, and it suggests that Hawthorne may have been using a 
historical as well as psychological and dramatic necessity. If such 
a tradition existed, the novel takes on an added dimension of fidel¬ 
ity to seventeenth-century theology, ethics, and law. If the tradi¬ 
tion of public confession had a broader base than Massachusetts Bay 
between 1642 and 1649 (the time of the story), this dimension 
becomes even more important and adds greatly to the meanings of 

9. Warren, p. vil, citing Winthrop’s 2. Works, III, 454. . 

Jomrmols of 1644. Plymouth, too. Iml t From The New England Quarterly, 
the dentil penalty for adultery, but It 40 (1967), 532-SO. Footnotes have 
was never invok^. been renumbered. 

1. Works, V, 49. 
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the actions of the major characters. The questions, then, are these. 
What was Puritan practice regarding public confession at the time 
of The Scarlet Letter? What authority for it existed in church dis¬ 
cipline, traditional or written? Did it have a spiritual basis? Did it 
have legal as well as church enforcement? Had it been taken over 
from Plymouth Colony, or had it been developed because some kind 
of discipline was necessary after leaving Anglican forms behind? 
Did it have English roots? And was a person expected to confess 
secret crimes or sins to civil or church authorities? If we can find 
answers to these questions, we shall be better able to interpret Dim- 
mesdale's need for confession and we shall be more able to place 
in perspective the effects of his confession on Hester, Pearl, and 
Chillingworth. 

Literary evidence for required public confession is scant. In the 
novel both colony and church officers urge Hester to confess. And 
Dimmesdale and Chillingworth argue about whether one must 
confess an unknown sin during his lifetime. Samuel Sewall's Diary 
records that in January 1696^7 he publicly confessed his errors 
in the Salem witchcraft trials.* Sewall’s confession, like Dimmes- 
dale’s, was voluntary; however it occurred about fifty years after 
Dimmesdale’s; and it was a confession of error, not of a crime. 

As a matter of record, public confession was required by both 
church and state for a variety of sins and crimes in the Massachu¬ 
setts Bay Colonv from the very beginning, in the Plymouth Colony 
at least as early as 1624, and—more surprising—in Virginia thirty 
years before Hester’s humiliation on the pillory. Most surprising 
of all to those who have depended on literary sources for our his¬ 
tory, the Puritans, the Pilgrims, and the Virginians were simply 
continuing a tradition as old as the England of Elizabeth (and for 
notorious crimes even older). Not only is the tradition old, it con¬ 
tinued in fairly common use in New England into the nineteenth 
century and.in Scotland until fairly late in that century. It is still 
in use today in some denominations in this country.^ * * 4> 

The American tradition had its beginnings at least by 1611. The 
Lowes Diuine, Mordl and Martiatt, etc., promulgated by Sir Thomas 
Dale as governor of Virginia, contains four items listing offenses for 


1 . Samuel Sewall (1652-1730), one of 
the most prominent figures in Puritan 
New Enaland—chief justice of Massa¬ 
chusetts from 1718 to 1728—was one of 
the judges at the Salem witchcraft trials 
in 1692, which resulted in the execution 
of twenty persons. •Five years later he 
stood before the congregation of the 
Old South Church to hear his confession 
of guilt read, in which he asked pardon 
of man and God for the “blame and 
shame” of bis actions. [Bditor.] 


2. Alice Morse Earle, Curious Punish¬ 
ments of Bygone Days (New York, 
1909), 106-108, 112. Her earliest case 
is 1534, her latest 1884, from Scotland. 
See also Charles Francis Adams, Jr., 
“Some Phases of Sexual Morality and 
Church Discipline in Colonial New Eng¬ 
land,” Proceedings of the Massachusetts 
Historical Society, Swond Series (1890- 
1891). VI 493. I know of similar cases 
in Indiana between 1934 and 1944. 
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which part of the punishment was confessing in church. The of¬ 
fenses include deriding the scriptuies or ministers, detracting, slan- 
dering, calumniating, murmuring, mutinying, resisting, disobeying, 
or neglecting the commands of colony officers. For refusing to re¬ 
pair to the minister for religious instruction, one would be treated 
thus: 

The Gouemour shall cause the offender for his 6rst time of te- 
fusall to be whipt, for the second time to be whipt twice, and to 
acknowledge his fault vpon the Saboth day, in the assembly of 
the congregation, and for the third time to be whipt euery day 
until he hath made the same acknowledgement, and asked for- 
giuenesse for the same, and shall repaire vnto the Minister, to be 
further instructed as aforesaid.* • 

•The first New England account I have found is from 1624. One. 
John Lyford of Plymouth confessed that he had sent lying letters 
to the company officials in London and that he had used intemper¬ 
ate speech during his trial 

The most abundant evidence for New England practice and 
for the overlapping of civil and church punishments between 1630 
and 1650 comes from John Winthrop's JounudsJ^ An account of 
1640 presents a situation somewhat relevant to Dimmesdale's. Cap¬ 
tain Underhill, like Dimmesdale guilty of adultery, returned to 
Boston after a long struggle with his conscience during his eiKiom- 
munication and banishment. 

The Lord after a long time and great afflictions, had broken his 
heart, and brought him to humble himself night and day with 
prayers and tears till his strength was wasted; and indeed he ap¬ 
peared as a man worn out with sorrow, and yet he could find no 
peace, therefore he was now come to seek it in this ordinance of 
God. (Winthrop, II, 12-14, September 3, 1640) 

The Journals describe sixteen such cases handled by the courts, 
the church, or both. Adultery is central in four, contempt for al^ 
thority in four, suspicion of heresy in two. Heresy, assault, over¬ 
charging for goods, disorderly conduct, and violent language appear 
in single cases. The accused make public confessions in all cases. 
The insistence on public confession is inescapable in these accounts; 


3 . For the Colony of Virsmea BrUtonia. 
Lowes Dhune, MoroU and MortiaU, etc. 
(London, 1612). reprinted by Peter 
Force, editor. Tracts and Other Papers 
Relating PrHscipaUy to the Origin, Set¬ 
tlement and Progress of the Colot^s of 
North America from the Discovery of 
the Cosmtry to the Year 1771 (New 
York. IM7), HI. Thwt No. 2, 17-18. 

4. William Bradford, History of Plym- 


ossth Plantation, W. C. Ford, editor 
(Boston, 1912),!. 397. 

S. John Winthrop, Winthrop^s Jonrssal, 
James K. Henner, ed. (New York, 
1908). [Winthrop, 1588-1649, repeat¬ 
edly dected (^mor of the Massachu¬ 
setts Bay Cdony, was the dominaUng 
influence on the life of the colony from 
its Inontion In 1630 to his dnth in 
1649 --£^.] 
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however, the procedures and the lines of authority between the 
civil and church actions are vague. Some ^neralizations about these 
matters will appear later. 

Because both the courts and the churches required public con¬ 
fession, we should expect to find statutes and church rules making 
the practice official. I have found no such statute; however, The 
Court of Assistants specified eight such penalties between 1632 
and 1644.* Because this court had both judicial and legislative 
functions, a decision was quite probably the equivalent of a law. * * • 

Before analyzing the importance of the practice of public con¬ 
fession in the novel, we should make what generalizations seem 
warrantable. (1) In most cases of the early seventeenth century, the 
court dealt with the offender first; it might or might not require 
public acknowledgement of error by the offender. (2) After the 
court had passed sentence, the congregation heard the evidence and 
dealt with the offender, determining whether to accept his confession 
or to cast him out. (3) After confessing in church, a member guilty 
of a civil or criminal offense was required to stand trial. He could be 
executed. He could not confess privately and receive absolution as an 
Anglican or Catholic could. (4) An erring member brought before 
the congregation for specific misconduct or suspected misconduct 
might be dealt with in four ways: he could be admonished to mend 
his ways; he could be suspended from participation in the Lord's 
Supper; he could be excommunicated; or he could be cleared either 
if he confessed or if adjudged innocent. (5) Confession was man¬ 
datory if one suspended from the privilege of the Lord's Supper or 
one excommunicated wished to be received back into the church. 
(6) Apparently confession was mandatory for all parents guilty of 
fornication before marriage if they were church members or if they 
later applied for church membership (the “seven-months' rule'' 
affected both groups). (7) The dual jurisdiction of church and 
court was common in England and Scotland long before the seven¬ 
teenth century; it was common in Massachusetts and Virginia dur¬ 
ing the seventeenth century. * • * 

Because Hawthorne uses Dimmesdale's confession for the de¬ 
nouement of The Scarlet Letter, we should first consider his 
problem in light of the Puritan tradition. His being led to confes¬ 
sion is the problem of the novel, the one dramatized; and because 
of the time and the place, the confession must be a public one. 

Dimmesdale's guilt is known only to Hester and Chillingworth, 
neither of whom will disclose it. His defense for not confessing is 
his contention that public confession of sin is not required by Holy 


6 . Records of the Cosset of Assist/srsts of 1630-1692 (Boston, 1904, 1928), 11 
the Colony of the Massachusetts Bay 24, 6S, 92-93, 131; m, 74-75, 137. 
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Writ; he also argues that his capacity to do good (by serving God 
as a minister) would be lost if his guilt were known. He almost 
certainly knows that his position is false. Though the authority 
for mandatory confession of secret sin is less clear than that for 
known sin, he has no grounds for a distinction between secret and 
known sin.^ Sin is sin and must be confessed. The Puritans took 
quite seriously the admonition of James: ^'Confess your faults to 
one another, and pray for one another, that ye may be healed." 
(James 5:16.) Dimmesdale is too weak to do what he knows is 
required of him. Today we would say that he rationalized; Haw- 
thome said, “He had a faculty, indeed, of escaping from any topic 
that agitated his too sensitive and nervous temperament." The full* 
est statement of his defense in the novel is addressed to Chilling> 
worth: 

There can be ... no power, short of Divine mercy, to disclose, 
whether by uttered words, or by type or emblem, the secrets that 
may be buried with a human heart. The heart, makine itself guiltt 
of such secrets, must perforce hold them, until the day when all 
hidden things shall be revealed. Nor have I so read or interpreted 
Holy Writ, as to understand that the disclosure of human 
thoughts and deeds, then to be made, is intended as a part of the 
retribution. 

A little later in the same interview, pressed to reveal the source of 
his sickness of soul; he makes an impassioned refusal and rushes 
from the room: 

No!—^not to thee!—not to an earthly physician .. . Not to thee! 
But, if it be the soul's disease, then do I commit myself to the one 
Physician of the soul! He, if it stand with his good pleasure, can 
cure; or he can kill! Let him do with me as, in his justice arid 
wisdom, he shall see good. But who art thou, that meddlest in 
this matter?—that dares thrust himself between the sufferer and 
his God? 

Dimmesdale could have made such statements to no one but Chib 
lingworth (or Hester). “Thrusting oneself between the sufferer 
and his God" is exactly what a good Puritan was expected to do. 
Nevertheless he holds to his position until he is able to make the 
confession. During the seven years of silence he adds the sin of 
hypocrisy: in his sermons, in his plans to flee with Hester, and in 
refusing to admit that anyone besides Chillingworth has violated 
the sanctity of a human heart. 

If we can assume that Dimmesdale completely believes his posi- 


7 . James Britton confessed voluntarily with bis partner Mary Latham. Winth* 
to guilt of adultery and was executed rop, II, 161-163 (March, 1644). 
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tion on confession (though if he did, he would have no problem; 
and there would be no novel), we may ask whether he is culpable 
in any other actions. One that should immediately come to mind 
is his complete disregard for the state of Hester's soul—or Pearl’s— 
until the very end of his life. The words of Governor Belljn^am 
remind us of this unconcern: . . the responsibihty of this wom¬ 
an's soul lies greatly with you. It behooves you, therefore, to exhort 
her to repentance, and to confession, as a proof and consequence 
thereof.” 

A second source of cupability is Dimmesdale's receiving and ad¬ 
ministering the Lord's Supper during the seven-year hypocrisy. The 
main requirement of one engaging in the rite is that he be truly 
repentant. St. Paul is unequivocal: "Wherefore whosoever shall 
eat this bread, and drink this cup of the Lord unworthily, shall be 
guilty of the body and blood of the Lord. But let a man examine 
himself, and so let him eat of that bread and drink of that cup. 
For he that eateth and drinketh unworthily, eateth and drinketh 
damnation to himself, not discerning the Lord's body.” (I Corin¬ 
thians 12:27-29.) Dimmesdale has to know that he is unworthy 
of receiving the sacrament; he is probably even less worthy of 
administering the rite. He is guilty of a capital crime according to 
botih colony and scriptural law. He has not made his "confession 
as a proof and consequence” of repentance. 

Though he resolved to repent many times, as the chapter "The 
Interior of A Heart” attests, he could not. Several of Winthrop's 
cases shed light on Dimmesdale’s problem: cases in which the con¬ 
fession is voluntary. That of Mr. Batchellor suggests Dimmesdale's 
problem with the Lord’s Supper. A minister, he had attempted 
adultery with a parishioner and had slandered her when she accused 
him. "But soon after, when the Lord’s Supper was to be adminis¬ 
tered, he did voluntarily confess the attempt, and that he did intend 
to have defiled her.” (Winthrop, II, 45-46, November 12, 1641.) 
The weight of unconfessed sin is evident in three similar cases in 
which secret confession to God has been fruitless.* The case of 
one Turner who committed suicide because he could not bring him¬ 
self to confess is perhaps applicable to Dimmesdale’s situation. 
(Winthrop, II, 55, January 1642.) The whole chapter "The Minis¬ 
ter in a Maze” indicates that he must do something desperate if 
he does not soon find release in confession. 

Perhaps the most applicable case, after all, is that of Judge 
Sewall who rose to a tragic triumph when he confessed his errors in 
the witchcraft trials. The weight of tradition in both church and 
state demanded public confession. Hawthorne put the decision 

8 . Wiothrop, II, 12-14. 29. 161-163. 
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squarely where he wanted it to rest: on the conscience of the guilty 
man. ^jJo outside agency forced it. When it finally came, it was 
complete and genuine. Gone were the rationalizations about his 
usefulness as a minister and his insistence that Chillingworth’s 
crime was greater than that of Hester and himself. In fact, he 
acknowledged their guilt in the same terms he had earlier used to 
describe Chillingworth’s crime. “It may be, that, when we forgot 
our God,— when we violated our revererwe each for the othefs 
soul, —^it was thenceforth vain to hope that we could meet here¬ 
after, in an everlasting and pure reunion. Cod knows; and he is 
merciful!’’® He asked for nothing but God's mercy, indicating the 
condition of the true penitent. 

As the plot is handled there can be only one solution. If Dimmes- 
dale had confessed privately, to the Rev. John Wilson for example, 
he would need to confess publicly; he would be excommunicated, 
and he would stand trial for the crime of adultery. He could have 
been executed as Mary Latham and James Britton were in 1644. 
Although Hawthorne once considered having Dimmesdale confess 
to a Catholic priest, the difficulties of this ending are so obvious 
that we hardly need consider his rejection of it, though he was later 
able to use a somewhat similar confession in The Marble Faun.^*** 


MICHAEL J. COLACURCIO 

Footsteps of Ann Hutchinson: 
The Context of The Scarlet Letterf 


In the first brief chapter of The Scarlet Letter, the narrator pays 
almost as much attention to a rose bush as he does to the appear¬ 
ance and moral significance of Puritan America’s first prison. That 
“wild rose-bush, covered, in this month of June, with its delicate 
gems,’’ contrasts with the “burdock, pig-weed, apple-peru’’ and 
other “unsightly vegetation’’; yet all flourish together in the same 

9 . Italics mine. For the importance of the knowledge that her two friends have 

violating the reverence for another’s committed a crime, finds a temporary 

soul, see James E. Miller, Jr., “Haw- relief from her “terrlhle secret” by con- 

thorne ana Melville: The Unpardonable fessing to a' priest in St. Peter’s In 
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1955). t From ELM, 39 (1972). 459-94. Some 
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“congenial” soil which has so early brought forth “the black 
flower of civilized society, a prison.” And thus early are we intro¬ 
duced to the book’s extremely complicated view of the natural 
and the social. Moreover, as the rose bush seems to offer Nature’s 
sympathy to society's criminal, it becomes essentially associated 
with Hester Prynne, almost as her symbol. Accordingly, criticism 
has been lavish in its own attention to that rose bush: it has, out 
of perfect soundness of instinct, been made the starting point of 
more than one excellent reading of The Scarlet Letter; indeed the 
explication of this image and symbol is one of the triumphs of the 
“new” Hawthorne criticism.”^ 

But if the “natural” and internal associations of this rose bush 
have been successfully elaborated, its external and “historic” im¬ 
plications have been largely ignored. And yet not for any fault of 
the narrator. This rose bush “has been kept alive in history,” he 
assures us; and it may even be, as “there is fair authority for be¬ 
lieving,” that “it had sprung up under the footsteps of the sainted 
Ann Hutchinson, as she entered the prison-door.” 

We are, I suppose, free to ignore this critical invitation if we 
choose. Obviously we are being offered a saint's legend in which Haw¬ 
thorne expects no reader literally to believe. Perhaps it is there only 
for the irony of “sainted” * * * for Hawthorne will have nearly as 
many reservations about Hester’s sainthood as John Winthrop had 
about Mrs. Hutchinson’s. Certainly the natural language of flowers 
is a more available and universal sort of literary knowledge than that 
overdetermined system of historical fixities and deflnites which 
laborers in the field of American studies call “Antinomianism.”^ 

4i * 4i 

Still, a conscious decision not to look for and press a Hester 
Prynne-Ann Hutchinson analogy might be risky, the result of a criti¬ 
cal bias. We should not, it seems to me, want to believe Hawthorne a 
casual name dropper unless he prove himself one. We should prefer 
a more rather than a less precise use of literary allusion, not only 
in this opening reference but also in a later one which suggests that, 
except for the existence of Pearl, Hester “might have come down 
to us in history, hand in hand with Ann Hutchinson, as the foundress 
of a religious sect.” The references are, after all, pretty precise: Hester 
walks in the footsteps of (but not quite hand-in-hand with) Ann 
Hutchinson. And before we invest too heavily in Hawthorne's well 

1. See, particularly, Hyatt H. Wag- ing biblical, clerical, or juridical laws, 
goner’s Hawtkonu (Cambridge, Mass., The Puritans naturally considered such 
1955, 1963) and Roy R. Male’s “From a view tantamount to anarchy and 
the Innermost Germ,’’20 (1953). moral license and Governor John 

2. Antinomianism (literally: “against Winthrop banished. Mrs. Hutchinson 
law’’) stressed the true believer’s respon- from Massachusetts in 1638. See note 1, 
sibility to the Holy Spirit within the p. 40 of this book. lEdltor] 
individual, even to the point of disobey- 
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known demuner to Longfellow, we might remind ouiselves that 
Hawthorne did write—near the outset of his career, in clear and 
close dependence on '*a good many books ”*—z well informed sketch 
called “Mrs. Hutchinson.” He mentions her again, prominently, in 
those reviews of New England history entitled Grandfather’s Chair* 
and “Main Street.”* Now he seems to be apprising us of a relation¬ 
ship between Hester Prynne and that famous lady heretic. The man 
who created the one and memorialized the other ought to be in a 
position to know. 

Clearly the relationship is not one of “identity”: tempting as 
the view can be made to appear. The Scarlet Letter is probably not 
intended as an allegory of New England's Antinomian Crisis. Haw¬ 
thorne’s historical tales never work quite that simply: “The Gentle 
Boy,” “Young Goodman Brown,” and “The Minister’s Black Veil” 
all have something quite precise and fundamental to say about the 
Puritan mind but, in spite of the precision with which they are set 
or “dated,” they are not primarily “about” (respectively) the 
Quaker problem, the witchcraft delusion, or the great awakening. 
Their histoiy' is not quite that literalistic. And here, of course, the 
setting is “literally” Boston, 1642 to 1649—not 1656 and 1637. 
More importantly, but equally obviously, the career of Hawthorne’s 
fictional Hester Prynne is far from identical with that of the his¬ 
torical Mrs. Hutchinson. However “antinomian” Hester becomes, it 
would be positively ludicrous to forget that her philosophical ca¬ 
reer is inseparable from adultery and illegitimate childbirth, events 
which have no very real counterpart in the life of that enthusiastic 
prophetess Hawthorne calls her prototype. 

But as important as are the simple differences, and as danger¬ 
ous as it must always seem to turn away from the richness and par¬ 
ticularity of Hester’s own love story, Hawthorne himself seems to 
have invited us temporarily to do so. And if we follow his suggestion, 
a number of similarities come teasingly to mind. 

Like Ann Hutchinson, Hester Prvnne is an extraordinarv woman 
who falls afoul of a theocratic and male-dominated society; and the 
problems which cause them to be singled out for exemplary punish¬ 
ment both begin in a special sort of relationship with a pastor who 
is one of the acknowledged intellectual and spiritual leaders of that 
society. No overt sexual irregularity seems to have been associated 
with Mrs. Hutchinson’s denial that converted saints were under the 

3 . The critic must always be alert for remembering that it is Longfellow who 
tones of mock self-condescension in went on from Bowdoin to become Pro- 

Hawthorne. In the famous letter to lessor of Modern Languages in Harvard 

Longfellow (4 June 1837) Hawthorne University, rather than “the obscurest 
calls his “studious life” at Salem a man of letters in America.” 

“desultory” one; but when he complains 4. 1841. [Editor.] 

that his reading has not brought him S. 184Q. [Editor.] 

“the fruits of study,” he may well be 
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moral law, but * no one could read what seventeenth-century 
Puritan observers, said about the “seductiveness” of her doctrines 
without sensing sexual implications everywhere. Evidently such 
implications were not lost on Hawthorne. Further, though with 
increasing complications, both of these remarkable and troublesome 
women have careers as nurses and counsellors to other women: Ann 
Hutchinson begins her prophetic career this way, whereas Hester 
Prynne moves in this direction as a result of her punishment. And 
most significantly—^if most problematically—^both make positive 
pronouncements about the inapplicability of what the majority of 
their contemporaries take to be inviolable moral law.* 

To be sure, it takes Hester Prynne some time to catch up with 
Ann Hutchinson; but when Hawthorne says of Hester, in the full 
tide of her later speculative freedom, that “the world’s law was no 
law to her mind,” we may well suspect that he intends some con¬ 
scious pun on the literal meaning of “antinomianism.” If Hester’s 
problems begin with sex more literally than do Ann Hutchinson’s, 
her thinking eventually ranges far outward from that domestic 
subject. In some way, and for complicated reasons that need to 
be examined, Hester Prynne and sex are associated in Hawthorne’s 
mind with Ann Hutchinson and spiritual freedom. 

So teasing do Hawthorne’s connections and analogies come to 
seem, that we are eventually led to wonder whether The Scarlet Let¬ 
ter shows only this one set of historical footprints. If Hester Prynne 
bears relation to Ann Hutchinson, would it be too outrageous to look 
for similarities between Arthur Dimmesdale and John Cotton, 
that high Calvinist who was variously asserted and denied to be 
the partner in heresy? And—granting that what is involved is neither 
allegory nor roman d clef —might there not be some fundamental 
relation between the deepest philosophical and theological “issues” 
raised by the Antinomian Controversy and the “themes” of Haw¬ 
thorne’s romance? 

6 . I have assumed a basic familiarity nomian Controversy: A Documentary 

with the career and heresies, spoken and History (Middletown, Conn., 1968). 

alleged, of Ann Hutchinson. A full study This last contains some sources which 

of her “influence,” at least indirect. Hawthorne probably could not have 

leads virtually everywhere in the seven- seen; but both contain the crucial tran- 

trenth century. The following items scripts of her two “trials" as well as 

seem most relevant: for primary sources Winthrop’s Short Story of the Rise, 

beyond those demonstrably read by Reign, and Ruine of the Antinomians, 

Hawthorne (Winthrop’s Journal, Ed- Familists, and Libertines (1644). For 

ward Johnson’s Wonder-Working Provi- modern commentary on the meaning of 

dence of Sion’s Savior, Cotton Mather’s Mrs. Hutchinson’s ideas and career, two 

Magnolia, and Thomas Hutchinson’s works seem indispensable: Emery 

History of Massachusetts Bav), consult Battis, Saints and Sectaries (Chapel 

Charles Francis Adams’ collection of Hill, N. C., l962) and Larzer Ziff, 

material on Antinomianism in the Col- John Cotton (Princeton, N.J., 1962). 

onv of Massachusetts Bay, 1636-1638, Also useful is Part Two of C. F. Adams’ 

published as Volume 21 of the Publira- Three Episodes in Massachusetts His- 

tions of the Prince Society (Boston, tory, 2 vols. (Boston, 1893). 

1894) and David D. Hall’s The Anti- 
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To the fiist of these questions, a certain kind of answer comes 
readily enough. Although the portrait of Dimmesdale is physically 
unlike the one Hawthorne gives of Cotton in his early sketch of 
“Mrs. Hutchinson,” their positions are disturbingly similar: both 
are singled out from among distinguished colleagues as models of 
learning and piety; and both relate very ambiguously to a wayward 
woman on trial. It is impossible not to feel that John Cotton's 
drastic change of relation to Ann Hutchinson —a phenomenon as 
fascinating to scholars now as it was momentous to Puritans then— 
lies somewhere behind Dimmesdale's movement from partner in to 
judge of Hester's adultery. Both men sit in public judgment of an 
outrage against public order in which there is reason to believe they 
bear equal responsibility with the criminal. 

Although his sketch of “Mrs. Hutchinson” suggests in one place 
that her enthusiasm had earlier been restrained from public mani. 
festation by the influence of her favorite pastor, Hawthorne actually 
takes a rather harsh view of Cotton’s role in her trial: “Mr. Cotton 
began to have that light in regard to her errors, which will some- 
times break in upon the wisest and most pious men, when their 
opinions are unhappily discordant with those of the powers that be” 
(XII, 222) That is to say: Cotton and his female parishioner have 
been what their society calls “antinomians” together, both “deceived 
by the fire” (221): but the respected minister saves himself. Not 
all modem commentators would agree that Cotton's behavior is 
to be judged this harshly, but that is not the issue here. At some 
point Cotton did clearly reverse his relationship to Ann Hutchinson, 
reproving doctrines she thought were his own offspring; and clearly 
Hawthorne's view of Cotton has influenced his treatment of Dimmes¬ 
dale.® Except for the rather too delicate question of who first lit the 
strange fires, both Mrs. Hutchinson’s treatment by Cotton and 
Hester’s by Dimmesdale might almost be subtitled “Seduced and 
Abandoned in Old Boston.” 

Although the significance is completely ironic in The Scarlet Let¬ 
ter, both pastors are reminded by their colleagues that “the respon¬ 
sibility of [the] woman’s soul” is largely within their sphere; Wilson’s 
urging Dimmesdale to press repentence and confession upon Hester 
sounds a good deal like an ironic version of the ministerial pleas 
which Cotton, because of his doctrinal affinities with Ann Hutch- 

7. "Mrs. Hutchinson” first appeared in nize that he, for all his great position, 

the Satem Gatetle for 7 December 1830. would be sacrificed along with Mistress 
Quotations in this essay are from the Hutchinson unless he )rielded. As many 

"Riverside Edition” of Hawthorne's another man in a similar predicament. 

Works, Vol. 12 (Boston, 1882--83). Cotton bent” (The New England Mind: 

8 . The harshest modern judgment is Prom Colony to Province [Cambridge, 

that of Perry Miller: "Cotton tried Mass.. 1953], pp. 59-60). For a view 

hard to adhere to the Protestant line which emphasizes Cotton’s "idealistic” 

until bis colleagues forced him to recog- naivet4 see Ziff, Cotton, pp. 106-118. 
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inson, so long refused to heed. And to the end, both men are spared 
from denunciation by their partners. Although Puritan defenders 
of Cotton’s doctrinal reputation (like Cotton Mather) insisted he 
had been slandered by even being named in the same breath with 
the seductive Mrs. Hutchinson, there is no evidence to suggest 
that the “abandoned” one ever pointed a finger of public accysation 
at Cotton, or reproached him for infidelity to what she continued 
to believe were their shared experiences and beliefs. Cotton alone, 
Hawthorne reports, is excepted from her final denunciations. And 
in spite of Dimmesdale’s false and unfaithful position on the bal¬ 
cony overlooking her scaffold, of his own part in her troubles, Hes¬ 
ter “will not speak.” 

The Cotton-Dimmesdale analogy may seem treacherous on these 
internal grounds alone. After all, Cotton is not named by Hawthorne 
and Mrs. Hutchinson is. But there are also arguments which “im¬ 
plicate” Cotton in Dimmesdale—external reasons for believing that 
John Cotton could not be far from Hawthorne’s mind when he 
wrote of the Reverend Mr. Dimmesdale. And in the light of these, 
the very omission of the name of Cotton seems glaringly to call 
attention to itself. The historically alert reader of The Scarlet Letter 
comes to sense the presence of Cotton’s absence on almost every 
page. 

First of all, in the public judgment of Hester, Dimmesdale 
stands as the partner of John Wilson, at the head of the Boston 
church of which Hester is a member: Wilson is the fervent, Dimmes¬ 
dale the reluctant enforcer of discipline. Now it seems to me incon¬ 
ceivable that the man who wrote about the Hutchinson situation 
explicitly three separate times, using highly detailed contemporary 
sources as well as later histories (and who built into The Scarlet 
Letter certain colonial details so minutely accurate as to convince 
one recent critic that he wrote the romance with a number of books 
open before him) would not know that the famous partnership at 
Boston throughout the i6^o’s and 1640’s was Wilson and Cotton. 
It might be too much to suggest that Dimmesdale is conceived and 
dramatized as a younger version of Cotton, one whose pastoral 
involvement with Hester Prynne amounted to a less metaphorical 
seduction than Cotton’s relationship with Ann Hutchinson; but it 
is hard to believe Hawthorne could pair Wilson with Dimmesdale 
without thinking Cotton. 

Several other, more curious “displacements” also implicate Cot¬ 
ton. Hawthorne had certainly read in Mather’s Magnolia of a case 
in which John Wilson and John Cotton joined together publicly 
to urge public repentance upon a woman who had killed an illegiti¬ 
mate child; Mather’s account surely lies somewhere behind Haw- 
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thome's first scaffold scene. Also he could scarcely have not known 
that it was with Cotton's death in 16^2 that the fiery signs in the 
sky were associated—^not with Winthrop's in 1649. One could 
argue, of course, that this points away from Cotton; but just as 
cogently one can say that Hawthorne cannot make the transference 
without having Cotton in mind; and that the reader who knows 
the facts will make the application, especially when, standing on 
his midnight scaffold, Dimmesdale applies “Cotton's” sign to him¬ 
self. And finally, it was not exactly a secret (despite Mather's si¬ 
lence) that Cotton’s son, John Cotton, Junior^ was deprived of 
his pastorship and excommunicated from church membership at 
Plymouth for adultery. Perhaps Dimmesdale is to be thought of— 
metaphorically, and with a certain irony—as a sort of offspring of 
Cotton’s principles. 

* Now all of this may not add up to a completely rational calculus 
of “influence,” but it does suggest that, at some level, The Scarlet 
Letter reflects a complicated response to more in the historic Puritan 
world than Ann Hutchinson alone. * ♦ ♦ 

The place to begin an exploration of the inner similarities be¬ 
tween Hester Prynne and Ann Hutchinson is with a closer look 
at Hawthorne’s early sketch. In many ways a puzzling piece of 
historical fiction, the sketch does clear up one fundamental point 
immediately: Hester’s sexual problems can be related to those of 
Mrs. Hutchinson because the latter are, in Hawthorne’s view, 
themselves flagrantly sexual. 

The sketch introduces itself, too heavily, as a lesson in that for¬ 
lorn subject we used to call the nature and place of women. Mrs. 
Hutchinson is first presented as “the female”; she is offered as a 
forerunner of certain nameless public ladies of 1830, and the line 
from Hawthorne’s remark here about “how much of the texture 
and body of cisatlantic literature is the work of those slender fingers” 
(XII, 217) to the more famous but equally sexist one later about 
“the damned mob of scribbling women” seems to run direct. * * ♦ 

If we glance again at the early sketch, we can notice that, em¬ 
battled and argumentative as it is, it is yet about sex in some more 
elemental way than our discussion about “feminism” has so far 
indicated. With structural intention (and not, clearly, by obsession), 
the sketch tries hard to focus on several scenes in which Mrs. 
Hutchinson is the center of all male attention, prophesying doctrines 
that astound the male intellect. Most of the “historical” facts are 
there, but only a fairly well informed reader can feel assured of this; 
and except for an initial, one-paragraph reminder, the facts seem to 
fall out incidentally, so as not to distract from the dramatic con¬ 
frontation. The implications, in tarn, are not in the ordinary sense 
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‘‘theological”: there is no mention of the famous eighty-two errors 
Mrs. Hutchinson is said to have spawned—as there is, self¬ 
consciously, in Grandfather’s Chair, we are, historically and psy¬ 
chologically, beyond that sort of consideration. The issue is not 
sanctification as an evidence of justification, but the woman's own 
prophetic abilities. Having formerly cast aspersions on legal doc¬ 
trines of salvation, the enthusiast now claims the spiritual ‘‘power 
of distinguishing between the chosen of man and the sealed of 
heaven” (XII, 224). What further need of witnesses? Clearly the 
progress of the strange fire of her enthusiasm is far advanced. 

Nor is there any significant ambiguity about the source and 
significance of that fire: Mrs. Hutchinson’s spiritual openings and 
leadings are inseparable from her female sexuality. Although her 
‘‘dark enthusiasm” has deceived the impetuous Vane and the learned 
but mildly illuministic Cotton, it is clearly her own ‘‘strange fire 
now laid upon the altar” (XII, 221). The men, variously affected, 
must make of it whatever they can. Hawthorne does not quite iden¬ 
tify enthusiasm with “the female,” but we do not distort his 
intentions if—supplying our own italics—we take as the very heart 
of the sketch the following sentence: ‘‘In the midst, and in the cen¬ 
ter of all eyes, we see the woman” (XII, 224). 

This may still be sexist, but it is no longer petty or carping. Mrs. 
Hutchinson's influence is indeed profound. Even the male chauvinist 
is compelled to admit it. The impulse to challenge the Puritan theoc¬ 
racy’s dominant (and socially conservative) assumptions about “vis¬ 
ible sanctity” evidently comes from a fairly deep and powerful 
source. It seems to be coming from—^“the woman.” 

Evidently, in Hawthorne's view, fully awakened women accept 
the inevitability of a given legal order far less easily than their male 
counterparts. And clearly this is the central issue. What caused a 
state of near civil war in Boston and what creates the crackling 
tension in Hawthorne’s sketch is Mrs. Hutchinson’s proclamation— 
variously worded at various times, but always as far beyond the 
reach of the “trained and sharpened intellects” of the most scholastic 
Puritan controversialists as are Hester Prynne’s sexual secrets—that 
“the chosen of man” are not necessarily “the sealed of heaven.” 
Here, in her last, most devastating, and for Hawthorne most insup¬ 
portable formulation, Mrs. Hutchinson is claiming that sort of direct 
inspiration and divine guidance necessary to distinguish between 
true and false, spiritual and legal teachers. But she has been forced 
to this last claim by the pressure of investigation and over-response; 
this, presumably, is what you are made bold to say when facing the 
legalistic integrity of John Winthrop—not to mention the holy 
wrath of Hugh Peters, the satiric antifeminism of Nathaniel Ward, 
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and the sheer adamant intolerance of John Endicott.* Behind her 
last claim—as Hawthorne well knows—lies a scries of far less drastic 
attempts to affirm that the Spirit does not always obey the laws of 
ordinary moral appearance. And even though she has moved from 
the dangerous to the intolerable, the weight of Hawthorne's subtlest 
moral judgment falls no more heavily on her head than on those 
of her judges. 

In simple ironic fact, she is their natural opposite—induced into 
individualistic heresy by their organized, legalistic intolerance in 
much the same way as Hester's later denials are induced by the 
violence of the community's over-response. Beginning, apparently, 
with only a purer sort of Galvanism than was customarily preached 
in New England, Mrs. Hutchinson's ultimate claim to a totally 
^self-sufficient private illumination seems the inevitable response to 
an emerging Puritan orthodoxy which, in its undeniable tendency 
to conflate the visible with the invisible church, was really claiming 
that for nearly all valid human purposes the “chosen of men’’ were 
the “sealed of heaven.’’^ If the community overextends and mystifies 
its authority, the individual will trust the deepest passional self to 
nullify it all. Or at least “the woman” will. 

What Hawthorne’s figure of Mrs. Hutchinson suggests is that 
“the woman” is not by essence the safe and conserving social force 
the seventeenth and the nineteenth century (and much Hawthorne 
criticism) decreed her to be.^ On the contrary female sexuality 
seems, in its concentration and power, both a source for and a type 
of individualistic nullification of social restraint. Obviously Haw¬ 
thorne's feelings about this are not without ambivalence. Personally, 
of course, he would always prefer some less powerful, more sub¬ 
missive “Phoebe”;® and in one way or another he would continue 


9. Hugh Peter (or Peters) (1598-1660), 
a Salem minister from 1635 to 1841, 
was a hot-tempered and pugnacious de¬ 
fender of the Puritan faith; Nathaniel 
Ward (1578-1652), lawyer and min¬ 
ister, exhibited his low opinion of wom¬ 
an’s intellect in an energetically witty 
attack on female fashions in his The 
Simple Cobler of Aggawam (1647); 
John Endicott (1589-1665), governor 
and magistrate, was a Puritan of the 
sternest and most uncompromising 
stamp, most remembered for his cutting 
down of the maypole at Merry Mount 
and his persecution of Quakers. [Editor.] 

1. For an authoritative discussion of 
the way Puritan theory made the visible 
church nearly identical with the invisible 
(i.e., mystiiied the prime agent of “dis¬ 
cipline”) see Edmund Morgan, Visible 
Saints (New York. 1963). ^me strong 


sense of the process seems implied every¬ 
where in Hawthorne’s writings about 
the Puritans: and, indeed, one could 
scarcely read Mather’s Magnolia with¬ 
out grasping that it was with the Ann 
Hutchinson affair that the mystified 
public achieved precedence, in the Puri¬ 
tan world, over the mystical private. 

2 . This point is made very effectively in 
a recent article by Nina Baym, in spite 
of an ill-informed and logically incon¬ 
clusive “negative” argument about the 
lack of meaningful Puritan categories 
in The Scarlet Letter. See “Passion and 
Authority in The Scarlet Letter," N^, 
43 (1970). 

3. The conservative, conventional, 
order-loving heroine of Hawthorne’s 
The House of the Seven Gables (1851). 
[EdUor.] 
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to protest that “Woman’s intellect should never give the tone to 
that of man,” that her “morality is not exactly the material for 
masculine virtue” (XII, 217-18). But his clear recognition of the 
antisocial meaning of self-conscious female sexuality, first formu¬ 
lated in the theological context of Puritan heresy, goes a lorjg way 
toward explaining the power and the pathos of Hester Prynne. 

Hawthorne reformulates his insight in “The Gentle Boy.”* De¬ 
spite the complexities introduced by a “calm” male enthusiast and 
by the presence of the “rational piety” of that unreconstructed lover 
of home and children named Dorothy Pearson, we can hardly miss 
the elemental clash between “the female,” Quaker Catherine, and 
the entire legalistic, repressive Puritan establishment. Against that 
male system of enforced rationlistic uniformity, she extravagantly 
testifies.to the reality of an inspired and pluralistic freedom. Her 
response is, of course, extreme; Hawthorne is no more than faithfuh 
to history in judging it so (even though he does not have her walk 
naked through the streets of the Puritan capital). But, in a terrify¬ 
ing and elemental way, her response is effective. Tobias Pearson 
can only puzzle over and feel guilty about his drift toward the sect 
whose doctrines he thinks quite irresponsible; but this “muffled 
female” must stand up in the midst of a Puritan congregation 
(authoritatively and symbolically divided, by a wide aisle, into male 
and female) and denounce the minister’s cruel and sterile formula¬ 
tion of the Puritan way. 

The relevance of Quaker Catherine for Hester Prynne is simple 
and evident: here is the woman who has not been prevented from 
joining hands with Ann Hutchinson; her enthusiasm (and her 
sufferings) are such that not even little Ilbrahim can hold her back 
from a career of public testimony to the autonomous authority of 
conscience itself. Quaker Catherine does “come down to us in his¬ 
tory, hand in hand with Ann Hutchinson.” No doubt several histor¬ 
ical women lie behind Hawthorne’s figural portrait of Quaker 
Catherine, but surely none more powerfully than Mary Dyer, Ann 
Hutchinson’s strongest female ally—who literally took her hand 
and accompanied her out of Cotton’s church after her excommuni¬ 
cation, went with her into exile, and (years after Mrs. Hutchinson 
had been providentially slaughtered by the Indians) went on to 
become notorious in the Quaker invasion of Massachusetts.*^ 
Accordingly, another level of history is also involved: virtually 
all commentators have recognized that in New England, in dialectic 

4. 1832. [Editor.] dudes some relevant material on Mary 

5. There is no satisfactory reading of Dyer—is G. H. Orians. ^'Sources and 
“The Gentle Boy” in print. The basic, Themes of 'The Gentle Boy,’ " NEQ, 14 
old-fashioned “source” study—lehich in- (1941). 
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with the Puritan Way, Ann Hutchinson and the Quak^ go ^ 
gether; that the latter represent, chiefly a more or^m^d and self- 
consciously sectarian espousal of the values of individuaiishc (ot 
“spiritual”) freedom which is the essence of Ann Hutchinson's 
doctrine. If one is committed and hostile, the cry against both is 
simply devilish and seductive enthusiasm, unregenerate impulse 
breaking all bonds of restraint and decorum. If one is committed 
and sympathetic, the cry is just as simple: the martyrdom of human 
dignity and divine freedom by aggressive repression. If one is a cau> 
tious modem commentator, one can only pity the victims and 
worry that both the Hutchinsonian and the (seventeenth^^entury) 
Quaker doctrines do rather tend to elevate the “individual con¬ 
science above all authority”; that both promote a “monistic egotism” 
which tends to dissolve “all those psychological distinctions man 
had invented to 'check, circumscribe, and surpass himself.’ 

None of these formulations would have been unfamiliar to 
Hawthorne. And neither would his knowledge or speculation be 
significantly advanced by the modem historian who, after dis¬ 
cussing the Ann Hutchinson question as a “Pre-Quaker Move¬ 
ment,” begins his chapters on Quakerism proper with the observa¬ 
tion that as in London and at the great Universities of England, “so 
too, the first Quakers to reach the American hemisphere were 
women.In every way it comes to seem the reverse of surprising 
that radical freedom and awakened female sexuality are inextricably 
linked in Hawthorne’s most obviously historical romance. History 
itself had forged the link. 

What is perhaps surprising is that Hawthorne is as sympathetic 
to a sex-related understanding of freedom as he is. His “Mrs. Hutch¬ 
inson” is a profoundly troubled and dangerous woman; his Quaker 
Catherine becomes, in her “unbridled fanaticism,” guilty of violat¬ 
ing her most sacred duties (even if Ilbrahim is not a Christ-figure); 
even his Hester Prynne is far from the “Saint” she has occasionally 
been made out to be. But Hawthorne sympathizes with the prob¬ 
lems as deeply as he fears the dangers; his compulsion to record 
warnings is no stronger than his desire to discover the laws by which 
powerful half truths generate their opposites or to feel the pain 


6 . The larger quotation is from Battis 
(p. 287); he, in turn, is quoting from 
Gertrude Huehns' A»tMomianism in 
English History (London, 1951). The 
same sentiments can be found in many 
modern treatments of any of the more 
individuaiistic or "spiritual” forms of 
religious experience in the seventeenth 
century. 

7. Rufus Jones, The Quakers in the 


American Colonies (London, 1911), p. 
26. See also GeoBm Nuttall, The Holy 
Spirit in Puritan Erperience (London, 
1946). Nuttall treats early Quakerism 
as a “limit” of one sort of Puritan logic 
and experience; though he does not 
argue the case, one cannot help being 
struck by the prominence of women in 
his accounts of early Quaker prophecy. 
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of those being destroyed by that implacable dialectic. The context 
of the sex-freedom link in The Scarlet Letter is not adequately 
sensed, therefore, until we are in a position to measure Hawthorne’s 
emotional distance from his seventeenth-century sources who first 
raised the issue of sex in connection with Ann Hutchinson’^ law- 
denying theology. 

The measurement is swiftly made. It begins with Cotton Mather 
and runs backward directly to John Winthrop and Edward John¬ 
son.^ All three are, through the typology of Ann Hutchinson, im¬ 
portant sources for The Scarlet Letter. And except that they are 
all highly scornful in tone, it might almost be said that these Puri¬ 
tan historians began the tranformation of Ann Hutchinson into 
Hester Prynne. Certainly they reduced Ann Hutchinson to a sexual 
phenomenon far more egregiously than did Hawthorne. 

The emphasis of Cotton Mather’s treatment of the Hutchinson 
controversy is double—^but not very complex or subtle. On the one 
hand he utterly rejects the charge that his grandfather John Cotton 
was hypocritical in declining to espouse Ann Hutchinson as his part¬ 
ner in heresy: it is not, he pedantically insists, a case of a Montanus 
refusing to stand by the side of his Maxilla;® rather, obviously, of a 
notorious woman whom an infamous calumny connected with the 
name of an Athanasius.^ (One thinks, perhaps, of certain obdurate 
refusals to believe Dimmesdale’s final confession.) On the other 
hand, more expansively and with more literary flair, he is deter¬ 
mined to treat the sectaries themselves in a frankly sexual way. 

The following reflection—from a special sub-section titled “Dux 
Faemina Facta’’®—may stand for Mather’s theological antifemin¬ 
ism: 

It is the mark of seducers that they lead captive silly women; but 
what will you say, when you hear subtil women becoming the most 
remarkable of the seducers? . . . Arius* promoted his blasphemies 

by first proselyting seven hundred virpns thereunto. Indeed, a 
poyson does never insinuate so quickly, nor operate so strongly, as 

8 . Thomas Hutchinson’s masterful, nunciation of the world; Maximllla (not 
three-volume History of Massachusetts "Maxilla”) was his most devoted worn- 
Bay probably provided Hawthorne with an disciple. [Editor. 

his most judicious account of the Hutch- 1. Athanasius (c. 298-J71), known as 
inson affair; certainly it was useful in "the Great,” was bishop of Alexandria; 
providinR the transcript of Mrs. Hutch- his most lasting contribution to Chris- 
inson before the General Court at New- tianity was his successful fight against 
town in November, 1657—where she theological opponents who denied the 
gave a far better account of herself than unity of God and the divinity of Christ, 
would appear from Winthrop's Short [Editor.] 

Story. But the account given by this 2. "The leader has become a woman.” 
Hutchinson contains no Unt of sexual [Editor.] 

language. 5. Arius (d. 536), a deacon in Alexan- 

9. Montanus, a second-century Chris- drla, argued that Christ was essentially 
tian zealot, led a movement in the neither human nor divine, but rather a 
Church which advocated a radical re- kind of semi-God. [Editor.] 
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when women’s mflk is the vehicle wherein *tis given. Whereas the 
prime seducer ot the whole faction which now began to threaten 
the country with something like a Munster tragedy/ was a 
woman, a gentlewoman, of “an haughty carriage, busic spirit, 
competent wit, and a voluble tongue.’’* 

The quotation marks around the final descriptive phrase point back, 
of course, to a contemporary phase of anti-feminist response to Ann 
Hutchinson. As usual Mather is only elaborating what has come 
down to him. 

But equally important in the “Wonderbook” which so perva¬ 
sively influenced Hawthorne is the primary sexual language which 
informs Mather’s account. Far more memorable than any formula¬ 
tion concerning the self-evidence of justification is a bastardy meta¬ 
phor which helped to shape The Scarlet Letter: the doctrines of 
the Antinomians are “brats” whose “true parents” arc to be discov¬ 
ered by the guardians of orthodoxy. And related to this basic con¬ 
cept is the whole grotesque business of the “very surprising prodi- 
gies’* which were looked upon as testimonies from heaven against 
the ways of the arch-heretic: “The erroneous gentlewoman herself, 
convicted of holding about thirty monstrous opinions, growing big 
with child . . . was delivered of about thirty monstrous births at 
once.” Or—behold the Puritan wit—^perhaps “these were no more 
monstrous births than what is frequent for women, laboring witii 
false conceptions, to produce.” 

Again, none of this is strictly original with Cotton Mather: the 
heretical-idea-as-illegitimate-child conceit is in the windy pages of 
Edward Johnson, and Winthrop himself labors the ugly details of 
monstrous births—which are at least the providential consequence 
of her criminal heresies. But the full “literary” elaboration of this 
sort of talk is Mather’s, and his account seems most to have influ¬ 
enced Hawthorne.® 

The influence is very curious. On the one hand, Hawthorne, spe¬ 
cifically declines to repeat the story of monstrous births in his “Mrs. 
Hutchinson”; such details are fitter for the “old and homely narra¬ 
tive than for modem repetition” (XII, 225). And the sketch makes 

4 . This is a reference to a bizarre chap- a scene of unbridled profligacy for a 
ter in the history of the Reformation. year. [Editor.] 

Mtinster, Germany, was the center of 5. Of necessity I quote from a nine- 

the Anabaptists, an extreme left-wing teenth-century edition; Magtralio CkrUU 

Protestant sect which denied the validity Americana (Hartford, Conn., 1855). 11. 

of infant baptism. In 1534, while the 516. 

town was under seige by an army of 6. The heresy-bastard conceit is also in 

orthodox Lutherans, John of Leyden, Thomas Weld’s “Preface” to Winthrop’s 

proclaiming himself the successor of Short Story (reprinted in Adams and 

David, became the ruler of the city. Hall); the Short Story, is, in turn, the 

Justifying his measures by visions from main source of Mather’s account. It is 

heaven, he legalized polygamy (tak- not certoin, but it seems likely, that 

ing four wives himsdf and publicly Hawthorne saw Winthr<q>’s boM inde- 

beheading one) and turned Milnster into pendently. 
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no use of any bastardy metaphor. On the other hand» however, in a 
rather startling display of creative process, it all comes back in the 
story of Ann Hutchinson’s typic sister, Hester Prynne. Not only does 
Hester conceive a very real, natural child to accompany (and in 
some measure embody) her quasi-Hutchinsonian conception/)f spir¬ 
itual freedom; but she finds it almost impossible to convince 
herself that Pearl is not in some sense a monstrous birth. Along with 
many other characters in The Scarlet Letter (and not a few critics) 
Hester daily stares at the child, waiting ‘'to detect some dark and 
wild peculiarity,” unable to believe that a sinful conception can 
come to any valid issue. This might be no more than the too-simply 
Puritan inabality ever to separate the moral order from the physical 
(like looking for “A’s” in the midnight sky), but with Mather’s 
elaboration of Johnson and Winthrop behind it, it is evidently a 
bit more. As almost everywhere, Hawthorne seems to be making 
Hester Prynne literally what orthodox Puritan metaphor said Ann 
Hutchinson was “really” or spiritually. 

One more telling detail from Mather—to which we can only 
imagine Hawthorne’s convoluted reaction. Not quite faithful to the 
wording of Winthrop, Mather has John Cotton express the opinion 
that Mrs. Hutchinson ought “to be cast out with them that 'love 
and make a lie.’ 

Except for this peculiar formulation—which is 4iot really related 
to Mather’s basic set of sexual equivalences, but which just happens 
to read like an epitome of Dimmesdale’s career—nearly all of 
Mather’s basic vocabulary is second-hand. Mather’s own debts are 
tedious to detail, and clearly Hawthorne could have got all he 
needed from the Mag;rudia (though it is certain he read most of 
Mather’s sources independently). The basic antifeminist construc¬ 
tion seems to originate with Winthrop—not only with his specific 
characterization of Mrs. Hutchinson as “a woman of a haughty and 
fierce carriage, of a nimble wit and active spirit, and a very voluble 
tongue” but also with the clear implication in his whole account 
that one very deep issue is Mrs. Hutchinson’s female invasion of 
male “literary” prerogative. Mrs. Hutchinson insists, out of Titus, 
that “elder women should instruct the younger”; Winthrop might 
admit, under exegetical duress, Aat “elder women must instruct die 
younger about their business, and to love their husbands and not to 
make them to clash,” but his deeper feeling is rationalized in 
Timothy: “I permit not a woman to teach.”* 

7. Magnolia, II, SIS. Probably this is troversy, pp. 315-316 and p. 267. Haw- 
only Matber’Sv pedantry at work—re- thome would have found all he needed 

translating from Revelations. In WInth- in the “Appendix" to Thomas Hutch- 

rop’e Skart Story Cotton says “make inson’s second volume; see his History 

and maintaine a lye" (see Hall, Antino- (Cambridge, Mass., 1936), II, 366-91, 
mitm Controvorsy, p. 307). esp. 368-69. 

a. Quoted from Hall, AnHnonUan Con- 
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This last makes the sexual politics of Hawthorne’s remaik about 
women's intellect not giving the tone to men’s seem liberal. It also 
enables us to imagine, by simple contraries, what new and surer 
“relation between man and woman” Hester is teaching at the end 
of The Scarlet Letter. But, again, diis is too easy. 

If there is one formulation behind those of Cotton Mather’s 
worth savoring on its own, it is something from Edward Johnson. 
His impassioned account of the seductive appeal of Mrs. Hutehin- 
son’s doctrines gives us the clearest sense that Puritans themselves 
feared sexual implications more profound than those involving ordi¬ 
nary decorum. Upon Johnson’s return to New England, he was 
alarmed to discover that a “Masterpiece of Woman’s wit” had been 
set up by her own sex as a “Priest”; and Johnson was invited to join 
the cult: 

There was a little nimble tongued Woman among them, who said 
she could bring me acquainted widi one of her own Sex that 
would shew me a way, if I could attaine it, even Revelations, full 
of such ravishing joy that I should never have cause to be sorry 
for sinne, so long as I live. 

Here, as clearly as we need, is the simply hostile version of Hawr 
thome’s suggestion that “woman’s morality is not quite the stand¬ 
ard for masculine virtue”—as well as the perception, registered in 
anger and in fear, that antinomian doctrine is not separable from 
the tone and from the unsettling consequences of awakened female 
sexuality.* 

To write The Scarlet Letter out of Hutchinsonian materials Haw¬ 
thorne would have to feel that tone, but he would have to feel others 
as well. Fear “the woman” as he mig^t, he would yet feel the jus¬ 
tice of setting her—in reality, and as a symbol of radical and self- 
contained moral freedom—against the omnivorous legalism of the 
Puritan establishment. If he would reduce Ann Hutchinson to a 
female “case,” his reduction would be less drastic than that of his 
ancestors. And he would preserve, amplify, and revalue certain 
deeper hints. The Scarlet Letter might not be “about” Ann Hutch¬ 
inson, but it would be consciously and emphatically, about antinomi- 
anism and “the woman.” ♦ ♦ ♦ 

The Scarlet Letter is about the reasons why “the woman” Hester 
Ptynne reaches certain antinomian conclusions not unlike those of 
Ann Hutchinson; and why, though her progress seems somehow 
necessary, and though personally she enlists our deepest sympathies, 

9. Wonder-WorkiHM Providaux of Dyer, doee not overlook Initancee of 
Sion’s Savionr, ed. By Franklin L. Jame- irregular sexual practice resulting from 
son (New York, 1910), p. 134. Note Hutchinsonian principles; see his Jonr- 
also that Winthrop, besides his relent- nol, ed. by James Kendall Hosmer, 2 
less .pursuit of "monstrous’* evidences Vols. (New York, 1908), esp. II, 28. 
against both Ann Hutchinson and Hary 
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both the tale and the teller force her to abandon those conclusions. 
More elliptically» it is also about Dimmesdale’s lesser portion of the 
‘‘strange fire"; about the failure of his Cottonesque, semlanti- 
nomian theology; and, in the end, about his much-misunderstood 
“neonomian" emphasis on “the law” and “the sin.” If we under¬ 
stand Hawdiome’s relation to Mather, Johnson, and Winthrop 
properly, we can profitably view The Scarlet Letter as Hawthorne's 
own Short Story of the Rise, Reign and Ruine of the Antinomians, 
Familists, and Libertines. 

In these terms, Hester’s career is fairly easy to plot. At the outset 
she is not unambiguously antinomian. But she is conceived, like 
Hawthorne’s Ann Hutchinson, as a woman who bears “trouble in 
her own bosom” (XII, 219); and her “desperate recklessness” on 
the scaffold, symbolized by the flagrancy of her embroidered “A,” 
and issuing in “a haughty smile, and a glance that would not be 
abashed,” seems deliberately to recall Mrs. Hutchinson’s courtroom 
defiance: 

She stands loftily before her judges with a determined brow; and, 
unknown to herself, there is a flash of carnal pride half hidden 
in her eye, as she surveys the many learned and famous men 
whom her doctrines have put in fear. (XII, 224) 

That might describe Hester easily enough. She begins, let us say, in 
a not very repentant spirit. Strong hints of her later denials and 
unorthodox affirmations are already there. 

To be sure, Hester feels a deep sense of shame, and we scarcely 
need the still, small quasi-authorial voice of a young-woman specta¬ 
tor to tell us so; the “reduction” of Ann Hutchinson’s doctrinal bas¬ 
tard to a living illegitimate child must, in a Puritan community, 
at least, count for something. And yet even here Hester feels little 
enough of what we should call “guilt.”^ Just after the trauma of 
public exposure, she does confess a real wrong done to Chilling- 
worth; but defiance of hopelessly unqualified and painfully uncom¬ 
prehending male judges seems clearly the dominant element in her 
early characterization. It is probably true to say that (ignoring the 
“epilogue”) Hester is nearer to “repentance” at the very opening of 
The Scarlet Letter than she ever is again. But she is not very near 
it. And by the time she finds herself in the forest with Dimmesdale, 
she has evidently found that she “should never have cause to be 
sorry for sinne” again. 

For that antinomian moment, the narrator severely instructs us, 
Hesters “whole seven years of outlaw and ignominy had been little 

1 . My Cornell colleague Michael Kam- primitive, less rational and intemalixed 
men first suggested to me that the mod- “shame” was useful in distinguishing 
ern sociological and anthropological dls- Dimmesdale’s from Hester’s response to 
Unction between “guilt” and the more their adultery. 
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other than a preparation." The moment includes not only the deci¬ 
sion to cast by all outward pretence of living by the Puritan 
“world’s law" and run away with Dimmesdale but also, and even 
more radically, her attempt to convince that unreconstructed Puri¬ 
tan theologian that what they earlier did “had a consecration of its 
own"—they having felt it so and said so to each other. The pain¬ 
fulness of Hester’s development toward this moment in no way les¬ 
sens our sense of its inevitability. From the first she has seemed peril¬ 
ously close to defying her judges with the affirmation that her spirit 
posits and obeys its own law. 

The narrator seems convinced that Hester has indeed sinned— 
deeply, and “in the most sacred quality of human life"; at one level 
of our response, the seventh commandment remains real enough. 
But what he urges far more strongly is the outrage to both human 
privacy and human conscience perpetrated by the “unpardonable" 
Puritan practice of exposure and enforced confession.^ And he also 
feels—^with Hester—Aat her adultery was, in quality, not entirely 
evil; the sacred is present along with the sinful; or, less paradoxi¬ 
cally, that Hester has fulfilled her passionate self for the first time 
in her life. 

But of course there are no Puritan categories for this ambiguity. 
There is no way for Hester to say to herself that her action had 
been naturally perfect and yet had introduced an element of pro¬ 
found social disharmony. And no way for the Puritan mind to treat 
her evident unwillingness fully to disown and un-will the affections 
and natural motions which caused the disorder as anything but evi¬ 
dence of unregenerated natural depravity. She evidently loves her 
sin, and theocrats in the business of inferring the ultimate moral 
quality of the self from the prevailing outward signs can reach only 
one conclusion. And, thus, when the Puritan establishment moves 
from the fact that Hester has sinned to the conclusion that she in 
essence is sinful, her rich and ambiguous penonality has no life-sav¬ 
ing resource but to begin a career of antinomian speculation, of 
internal resistance to all Puritan categories. 

If Society must treat the negative implications of one mixed act 
as the sym^l of the natural depravity of the Self, that Self is likely 
to respond with a simple affimiation of all its own profound impul¬ 
ses. If the Puritans b^n by turning Hester into a sermon, a type, 
and an allegory of “Sin," she will end by nullifying their entire 
world of external law and interference with her own pure freedom. 
Ideally we might wish for Hester to cease feeling shame and to dis¬ 
cover the real though limited extent of her guilt. But this, in the 

2. For the PuriUn doctrine and prac- own—see Baughman, ‘‘Public Confes- 
Uce of confession—and for a very use- sion and The Scarlet Letter.” [Ernest 
ful approach to The Scarlet Letter, Bau^man in NEQ, 40 (1967)— Edi- 
which I regard as supplementary to my tof.] 
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Puritan mental and social world seems impossible. Extremes of 
public legalism seem to breed their antinomian opposite by natural 
law.^ At any rate, Hester finds no way to affirm die legitimacy of 
her powerful sexual nature without also affirming total, anarchic 
spiritual freedom. , 

Of course she begins in outward conformity, playing the ^me of 
“sanctification"—the single rule of which is that the true Self is the 
sum of all its outward works; indeed, by the time we see her in the 
chapter called “Another View of Hester," she has learned the game 
so well as to have covered her undestroyed inner pride with an 
external appearance “so like humility, that it produced all the soft¬ 
ening influence of that latter quality on the public mind." But all 
the while she is “preparing," moving toward the moment when she 
announces a doctrine of personal freedom which every orthodqx 
Puritan sensed would lead directly to passionate license and judged 
a more serious threat to public order than adultery itself. 

Her own version of the antinomian heresy does not, obviously, 
express itself in theological jargon; for the most part Hawthorne 
eschewed it even in treating Mrs. klutchinson. No dogmatist, Haw¬ 
thorne is looking for difierences that make a difference; and the anti- 
nomian difference is identically expressed in Mrs. Hutchinson and 
Hester Prynne, in association with but not quite reduced to a dis¬ 
covery and affirmation of the legitimacy of their female sexuality. 
Call it Spirit with the seventeenth, or Passional Self with a later 
century, one's affirmation is not very different: the significance of a 
life is not the sum of its legally regulated outward works; or, more 
radically, what one does has a consecration of its own provided the 
quality of deep inner feeling is right—i.e., authentic. 

Now plainly this is all too partial a truth for Hawthorne; we are 
not wrong in hearing his own advice when Dimmesdale twice bids 
Hester's revolutionary voice to “Hush." And yet he understands 
how it all comes about. He even presents it as necessary for Hester 


3. Through John Winthrop is only a 
background figure in The Scarlet Let¬ 
ter, his moral presence is strongly felt. 
It is surely the famous “lltUe speech” 
on liberty of this most energetic oppo¬ 
nent of Ann Hutchinson that Haw¬ 
thorne had in mind when be wrote in 
“Main Street” that what the Puritans 
“called Liberty” was very much “like 
an iron cage” (III, 449). In fact, it is 
Winthrop’s doctrine of liberty as holy 
obedience which sinews the clerical 
doctrines of visible sanctity, prepa¬ 
ration, and sanctification, to make the 
Puritan world the massive and unitary 
legal construct Hawthorne represents it 
to be in the opening pages of The 
Scarlet Letter. Hawthorne ^ves us that 


world as of the 1640’s: one could argue 
that rigidification was not complete by 
that point and that Hawthorne is 
really describing a later stage of 
development, when “one generation had 
bequeathed ... the counterfeit of its 
religious ardor to the next” (III, 460); 
for this view see E. H. Davidson, 
“The Question of History in The 
Scarlet Letter,” ESQ, 25 (1951); 
but one can also argue that, though 
Hawthorne does indeed “encapsulate” a 
long historical sequence into the mo¬ 
ments of its beginning, he clearly in¬ 
tends to point us to the banishment of 
Ann Hutchinson (1636-1638) as the 
crucial defeat of miritual libertarianism 
in the Puritan world. 
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to reach this stage of self-affirmation and release from shame before 
she can settle into anything approaching final peace. 

While she cannot affirm her adultery, ^e cannot truly accept 
Pearl as a valid human person. It is probably too much to ask her to 
accept a good-out-of-evil doctrine all at once. Certainly it is better 
to affirm the natural order than to treat Pearl dhiiefly as a living 
sermon; clearly nothing good can happen as long as the mother is 
allegorizing the child even as the community has allegorized the 
mother; and surely a parent who is watching for a child to become a- 
moral monster will not be disappointed. 

And then there is the simple matter of Hester's integrity. 
Speculating so boldly and conforming so relentlessly, she has b^ 
come—no less than Dimmesdale himself—two people. At one 
primal level, the whole antinomian controversy is about the inner 
and the outer, the private and the public person: what do our out¬ 
ward works, positive and negative, really reveal about our salvation 
status, or, in naturalized form, about our selves? Hawthorne's 
romance is, of course, busy denying total autonomous validity to 
the private or “spiritual" self; and the explicit “moral" about 
freely “showing forth" some inferential “token" clearly embodies 
the authorial realization that inner and outer can never be com¬ 
pletely congruent.* * * And yet Hester must stop living a life so 
completely double. Quite like Dimmesdale, she must heal the wide 
and deep, “hypocritical" split between her outer and inner self. 
She may never realize as clearly as Dimmesdale finally does the 
extent to which (or the profound reasons why) the Self must accept 
the demystified implications of the visible, and dwell—though not 
as the great body of Puritans do—among moral surfaces.^ But in the 
terms of her own developing theory of spiritual self-reliance, she 
must be, as fully as possible, whatever she truly is. 

And we sense her self-acceptance and self-affirmation coming. She 
may seem to wander in confusion—thinking the sun of universal 
benevolence shines only to illuminate her scarlet letter, and deceiv¬ 
ing herself about why she remains in New England; but from time 
to time, when a human eye (presumbly Dimmesdale’s) falls upon 
her “ignominious brand," she wills her old passion anew. She may 
worry about the condition and quality of Pearl’s right to existence; 
but when the watchful theocratic government considers removing 
her natural child to some more socialized context of Christian nur¬ 
ture, Hester is simply defiant: “I will not lose the childl" She may 
argue from Pearl’s moral use, but she is also affirming the validity of 
her sexual nature. 

4. Tbe lesson of the ultimate autonomy the lesson Hawthorne learned from the 
of the spiritual self, along with the career of Roger- Williams—of whom 
coordinate subjection of the outward Hawthorne seems a true spiritual dia- 
man td civil authority, is (presumably) ciple. 
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We can say—we wish to maintain a modem otdy reading of 
The Scarlet Letter’—that this is all Hester is affirming when she 
argues, finally, that her adultery had “a consecration of its own”; 
that Hawthorne has engaged Hester entirely in an overt struggle 
with the unruly and unsatisfied sexual emotions which the Puritans 
obscurely felt to lie unsublimated behind Mrs. Hutchinson’s pjablic 
career, and which they clearly felt would be unleashed upon their 
community by a public acceptance of her doctrine. (Male self-con¬ 
trol being difficult enough when all women are passive or frigid.) 
But if our conclusions concern only Hester’s movement from sexual 
shame to sexual affirmation, then Hawthorne has wasted a good 
deal of historic understanding and surmise as mere costume and 
color. It seems far more adequate to say—as we have already said— 
that Hawthorne regards awakened and not conventionally invested 
female sexual power as a source and type of individualistic nullifica¬ 
tion of social restraint. 

Waiving the problem of vehicle and tenor, we may validly con¬ 
clude that in The Scarlet Letter ‘‘the woman’s” discovery of an 
authentic, valid, and not shameful sexual nature is not unlike the 
Self’s discovery of its own interior, “spiritual” sanction. The donnie 
of Hawthorne’s romance is such that Hester discover both together, 
and each reinforces the other. * * * 



Criticism 




Early Reviews 


EVERT A. DUYCKINCK 
[Great Feeling and Discrimination] f 


The Scarlet Letter is a psychological romance. The hardiest Mrs. 
Malaprop^ would never venture to call it a novel. It is a tale of 
remorse, a study of character in which the human heart is anatom¬ 
ized, carefully, elaborately, and with striking poetic and dramatic 
power. Its incidents are simply these. A woman in the early da^ of 
Boston becomes the subject of the discipline of the court of those 
times, and is condemned to stand in the pillory and wear hence¬ 
forth, in token of her shame, the scarlet letter A attached to her 
bosom. She carries her child with her to the pillory. Its other 
parent is unknown. At this opening scene her husband from whom 
she had been separated in Europe, preceding him by ship across the 
Atlantic, reappears from the forest, whither he had been thrown by 
shipwreck on his arrival. He was a man of cold intellectual tempera¬ 
ment, and devotes his life thereafter to search for his wife's guilty 
partner and a fiendish revenge. The young clergyman of the town, a 
man of a devout sensibility and warmth of heart, is the victim, as 
this Mephistophilean old physician fixes himself by his side to 
watch over him and protect his health, an object of great solicitude 
to his parishioners, and, in reality, to detect his suspected secret and 
gloat over his tortures. This slow, cool, devilish purpose, like the 
concoction of some sublimated hell broth, is perfe<^ed gradually 
and inevitably. The wayward, elfish child, a concentration of guilt 
and passion, binds the interests of the parties together, but throws 
little sunshine over the scene. These are all the characters, with 
some casual introductions of the grim personages and manners of 
the period, unless we add the scarlet letter, which, in Hawthorne's 
hands, skilled to these allegorical, typical semblances, becomes vital- 

t From a review in tlie New York Lit- 1. A character in Richard Sheridan’s 
erery World, 6 (March 30, 1850). 323- The Rivols (1775) who mistakenly sub- 
25. sUtutes one word for another. [Rtfffor.] 
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ized as the rest. It is the hero of the volume. The denouement is 
the death of the clergyman on a day of public festivity, after a 
public confession in the arms of the pilloried, branded woman. But 
few as are these main incidents thus briefly told, the action of the 
story, or its passion, is 'long, obscure, and infinite." It is a drama in 
which thoughts are acts. The material has been thoroughly fused in 
the writer’s mind, and springs forth an entire, perfect creation. *** * 
Nothing is slurred over, superfluous, or defective. The story is 
grouped in scenes simply arranged, but with artistic power, yet with¬ 
out any of those painful impressions which the use of the words, as 
it is the fashion to use them, "grouping" and "artistic" excite, sug¬ 
gesting artifice and effort at the expense of nature and ease. 

Mr. Hawthorne has, in fine, shown extraordinary power in this 
volume, great feeling and discrimination, a subtle knowledge of 
character in its secret springs and outer manifestations. He blends, 
too, a delicate fancy with this metaphysical insight. We would 
instance the chapter towards the close, entitled "The Minister in a 
Maze," where the effects of a diabolic temptation are curiously 
depicted, or "The Minister’s Vigil," the night scene in the pillory. 
The atmosphere of the piece also is perfect. It has the mystic ele¬ 
ment, the vi^ird forest influences of the old Puritan discipline and 
era. Yet there is no affrightment which belongs purely to history, 
which has not its echo even in the unlike and perversely common¬ 
place custom-house of Salem. Then for the moral. Though severe, it 
is wholesome, and is a sounder bit of Puritan divinity than we have 
been of late accustomed to hear from the degenerate successors of 
Cotton Mather. We hardly know another writer who has lived so 
much among the new school who would have handled this delicate 
subject without an infusion of George Sand.^ The spirit of his old 
Puritan ancestors, to whom he refers in the preface, lives in 
Nathaniel Hawthorne. 


EDWIN PERCY WHIPPLE 
[Tragic Power] t 


With regard to "The Scarlet Letter,” the readers of Hawthorne 
might have expected an exquisitely written story, expansive in senti¬ 
ment, and suggestive in characterization, but they will hardly be 
prepared for a novel of so much tragic interest and tragic power, so 

2. The paeudonymn of Amandine Au- in literatan. {EditorA 

rorc Dupin (1804-76). French woman t From a review in OireAcm'i 

novelist whoM name came to stand for 36 (Blay 18S0), J45-46. 
the immorally liberal depiction of sex 
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deep in thought and so condensed in style, as is here presented to 
them. It evinces equal genius in the region of great passions and 
elusive emotions, and b^rs on every page the evidence of a mind 
thoroughly alive, watching patiently the movements of morbid 
hearts when stirred by strange experiences, and piercing, by its 
imaginative power, directly through all the externals to the core of 
things. The fault of the book, if foult it have, is the almost morbid 
intensity with which the characters are realized, and the consequent 
lack of sufficient geniality in the delineation. A portion of the ptain 
of the author’s own heart is communicated to the reader, and 
although there is great pleasure received while reading the volume, 
the general impression left by it is not satisfying to the artistic 
sense. Beauty l^nds to power throughout the work, and therefore 
the power displayed is not always beautiful. There is a strange ffisci- 
nation to a man of contemplative genius in the psychological details 
of a strange crime like that which forms the plot of “The Scarlet 
Letter,” and he is therefore apt to become like Hawthorne, too 
painfully anatomical in his exhibition of them. 

If there be, however, a comparative lack of relief to the painful 
emotions which the novel excites, owing to the intensity with which 
the author concentrates attention on the working of dark passions, 
it must be confessed that the moral purpose of the book is made 
more definite by this very deficiency. The most abandoned libertine 
could not read the volume without being thrilled into somediing 
like virtuous resolution, and the rou6 would find that the deep- 
seeing eye of the novelist had mastered the whole philosophy of 
that guilt of which practical rou^ are but childish disciples. To 
another class of readers, those who have theories of seduction and 
adultery modeled after the French school of novelists, and whom 
libertinism is of the brain, the volume may afford matter for very 
instructive and edifying contemplation; for, in truth, Hawthorne, in 
“The Scarlet Letter,” has utterly undermined the whole philosophy 
on which the French novels rest, by seeing ibrther and deeper into 
the essence both of conventional and moral laws; and he has given 
the results of his insight, not in disquisitions and criticisms, but in 
representations more powerful even than those of Sue, Dumas, or 
George Sand.* He has made his guilty parties end, not as his own 
fancy or his own benevolent sympathies might dictate, but as the 
spiritual laws, lying back of all persons, dictated to him. In this 
respect there is hardly a novel in English literature more purely 
objective. 


1. Eugene Sue (1804-57), Alexandre ieta" whose handling of adultery In fic* 

Dumas (1824-95), George Sand (Au> tlon Whiwle considers inferior to Haw 

rore Omin) (1804-76)—three ex- thome's. ifidffor.l 
amplcs of "the French sc^l of novel- 
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HENRY F. CHORLEY 

[Severity, Purity, and Sympathy]! 

This is a most powerful but painful story. Mr. Hawthorne must 
be well known to our readers as a favourite with the Athenaeum. 
We rate him as among the most original and peculiar writers of 
American fiction. There is in his works a mixture of Puritan reserve 
and wild imagination, of passion and description, of the allegorical 
and the real, which some will fail to understand, and which others 
will positively reject—^but which, to ourselves, is fascinating, and 
which entitles him to be placed on a level with Brockden Brown ^ 
and the author of ‘Rip Van Winkle.’ ‘The Scarlet Letter’ will 
increase his reputation with all who do not shrink from the inven¬ 
tion of the tale; but this, as we have said, is more than ordinarily 
painful. When we have announced that the three characters are a 
guilty wife, openly punished for her guilt,—her tempter, whom she 
refuses to unmask, and who during the entire story carries a fair 
front and an unblemished name among his congregation,—and her 
husband, who, returning from a long absence at the moment of her 
sentence, sits himself down betwixt the two in the midst of a small 
and severe community to work out his slow vengeance on both 
under the pretext of magnanimous forgiveness,—^when we have 
explained that “The Scarlet Letter’ is the badge of Hester Prynne’s 
shame, we ought to add that we recollect no tale dealing with crime 
so sad and revenge so subtly diabolical, that is at the same time so 
clear of fever and of prurient excitement. The misery of the woman 
is as present in every page as the heading which in the title of the 
romance symbolizes her punishment. Her terrors concerning her 
strange elvish child present retribution in a form which is new and 
natural:—^hei slow and painful purification through repentance is 
crowned by no perfect happiness, such as awaits the decline of 
those who have no dark and bitter past to remember. Then, the 
gradual corrosion of [the] heart of Dimmesdale, the faithless 
priest, under the insidious care of the husband, (whose relationship 
to Hester is a secret known only to themselves,) is appalling; and 
his final confession and expiation are merely a relief, not a reconcilia¬ 
tion.—^We are by no means satisfied that passions and tragedies like 
these are the legitimate subjects for fiction; we are satisfied that 

t From a review in the London Athen- elist, author of WMand (1798), Arthur 
aeum, no. 1181 (June 15, 1850), 634. Mervyn (1799), and Ormond 1799), 
1. Charles Brockden Brown (1771- Gothic romances with a social and moral 
1810), America’s first professional nov- purpose. [Editor.] 
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novels such as *Adam Blair'^ and plays such as ^The Stranger'* may be 
justly charged with attracting more persons than they warn by thdr 
excitement. But if Sin and Sorrow in their most fearful forms are to 
be presented in any work of art, they have rarely been treated with 
a loftier severity, purity, and sympathy than in Mr. Hawthorne's 
‘Scarlet Letter.' The touch of the fantastic befitting a period of 
society in which ignorant and excitable human creatures conceived 
each other and themselves to be under the direct “rule and govern¬ 
ance'* of the Wicked One, is most skilfully administered. The 
supernatural here never becomes grossly palpable:—the thrill is all 
the deeper for its action being indefinite, and its source vague and 
distant. 


GEORGE BAILEY LORING 
[Hester versus Dimmesdalejt 


It would be hard to conceive of a greater outrage upon the freez¬ 
ing and self-denying doctrines of that day, than the sin for which 
Hester Pr5mne was damned by society, and for which Arthur Dim- 
mesdale damned himself. For centuries, the devoted and supersti¬ 
tious Catholic had made it a part of his creed to cast disgrace upon 
the passions, and the cold and rigid Puritan, with less fervor, and 
consequently with less beauty, had driven them out of his paradise, 
as the parents of all sin. * ♦ * The state of society which this 
grizzly form of humanity created, probably served as little to purify 
men as any court of voluptuousness; and, while we recognize with 
compressed lip that heroism which braved seas and unknown shores, 
for opinion's sake, we remember, with a warm glow, the elegances 
and intrepid courage and tropical luxuriance of the cavaliers whom 
they left behind them. Asceticism and voluptuarism on either hand, 
neither fruitful of the finer and truer virtues, were all that men had 
arrived at in the great work of sensuous life. 

It was the former which fixed the scarlet letter to the breast of 
Hester Ptynne, and which drove Arthur Dimmesdale into a life of 
cowardly and selfish meanness, that added tenfold disgrace and 
ignominy to his original crime. * * It was as heir of these virtues, 


2. An 1822 novel by John Gibson Lock¬ 
hart which concerns an adulterous min¬ 
ister who makes a public confession of 
his sin. [Editor,] 

3. A 1798 translation of Mensckenkass 
und Reue (1789), a play by AuRust 


von Kotzebue about a wife who com¬ 
mits adultery. [Editor.] 
t From a review in the Massachusetts 
Quarterly Review, 3 (September 30, 
18S0), 484-500. 
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and impressed with this education, that Arthur Dimmesdale, a cler> 
gyman, believing in and applying all the moral remedies of the 
times, found himself a criminal. We learn nothing of his experience 
during the seven long years in which his guilt was secretly gnawing 
at his breast, unless it be the experience of pain and remone. He 
speaks no word of wisdom. He lurks and skulks behind tiie' protec¬ 
tion of his profession and his social position, neither growing ^er 
nor stronger, but, day after day, paler and paler, more and more 
abject. We do not find that, out of his sin, came any revelation of 
virkie. No doubt exists of his repentance,—of that repentance 
which is made up of sorrow for sin, and which grows out of fear of 
consequences; but we learn nowhere that his enlightened con¬ 
science, rising above the dogmas and catechistic creeds of the day, 
by dint of his own deep and solemn spiritual experiences, taught 
him what obligations had gathered around him, children of his 
crime, which he was bound to acknowledge before men, as they 
stood revealed to God. Why had his religious wisdom brought him 
no more heroism? He loved Hester Prynne—he had bound himself 
to her by an indissoluble bond, and yet he had neither moral cour¬ 
age nor moral honesty, with all his impressive piety, to come forth 
and assert their sins and their mutual obligations. He was, evi¬ 
dently, a man of powerful nature. His delicate sensibility, his fervor, 
his influence upon those about him, and above all, his sin, commit¬ 
ted when the tides of his heart rushed in and swept away all the 
bulrush barriers he had heaped up against them, through years of 
studious self-discipline,—^show what a spirit, what forces, he had. 
A^inst none of these forces had he sinned. And yet he was halting, 
and wavering, and becoming more and more perplexed and worn 
down with woe, because he had violated the dignity of his position, 
and had broken a law which his education had made more promi¬ 
nent than any law in his own soul. In this way, he presented the 
twofold nature which belongs to us as members of society;— 
a nature bom from ourselves and our associations, and comprehend¬ 
ing all the diversity and all the harmony of our individual and social 
duties. Violation of either destroys our fitness for both. And when 
we remember that, in this development, no truth comes except 
from harmony, no beauty except from a fit conjunction of the indi¬ 
vidual with society, and of society with the individual, can we 
wonder that the great elements of Arthur Dimmesdale's character 
should have been overbalanced by a detestable crowd of mean and 
grovelling qualities, wanned into life by the hot antagonism he felt 
radiating upon himself and all his fellow-men—from the society in 
which he moved, and from which he received his engrafted moral 
nature? He sinned in the arms of society, and fell almost beyond 
redemption: his companion in guilt became an outcast, and a flood 
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of heroic qualities gathered around her. Was this the work of social 
influences? 

This law of our nature, which applies to the well-directed and 
honest efforts of good progressive intentions, applies also to mis¬ 
guided and sinful actions. The stormy life of die erring mother 
affords no rest for the healthy development of her embryonic child. 
It amounts to but little for her to say, with Hester Ptynne, 'Vhat 
we did had a consecration of its own,” unless that consecration pro¬ 
duces a heavenly calm, as if all nature joined in harmony. Pearl, 
that wild and fiery little elf, bom of love, was also bom of conflict; 
and had the accountability of its parents extended no farther than 
the confines of this world, the prospective debt due this offspring 
involved fearful responsibilities. How vividly this little child typified 
all their startled instincts, their convulsive efforts in life and thought, 
their isolation, and their self-inflicted contest with and distrust of 
all mankind. Arthur Dimmesdale, shrinking from intimate contact 
and intercourse with his child, shrank from a visible and tangible 
representation of the actual life which his guilty love had created 
for himself and Hester Prynne;—^love, guilty, because, secured as it 
may have been to them, it drove them violently from the moral 
centre around which they revolved. 

We have seen that this was most especially the case with the 
man who was bound the labelled the puritan clerg3rman; that he 
had raised a storm in his own heavens which he could not quell, 
and had cast the whirlwind over the life of his own child. How was 
it with Hester Prynne? 

On this beautiful and luxuriant woman, we see the effect of open 
conviction of sin, and the continued galling punishment. The 
heroic traits awakened in her character by her position were the 
great self-sustaining properties of woman, which, in tribulation and 
perplexity, elevate her so far above man. The sullen defiance in her, 
was imparted to her by society. Without, she met only ignominy, 
scorn, banishment, a shameful brand. Within, the deep and sacred 
love for which she was suffering martyrdom,—^for her crime was 
thus sanctified in her own apprehension,—^was turned into a store 
of perplexity, distrust, and madness, which darkened all her heav¬ 
ens. Little Pearl was a token more scarlet than the scarlet letter of 
her guilt; for the child, with a birth presided over by the most in¬ 
tense conflict of love and fear in the mother's heart, nourished at a 
breast swelling with anguish, and surrounded with burning marks of 
its mother’s shame in its daily life, developed day by day into a void 
little demon perched upon the most sacred hom of the mother’s 
altar. Even this child, whose young, plastic nature caught the 
impress which surrounding circumstances most naturally gave, 
bewildered and maddened her. The pledge of love which God had 
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given her, seemed perverted into an emblem of hate. And yet how 
patiently and courageously she labored on, bearing her burthen the 
more firmly, because, in its infliction, she recognized no higher 
hand than that of civil authority! In her earnest appeal to be 
allowed to retain her child, she swept away all external influences, 
and seems to have inspired the young clergyman, even now fainting 
with his own sense of meaner guilt, to speak words of truth, which 
in those days must have seemed bom of heaven. 

* * * 

Her social ignominy forced her back upon the true basis of her 
life. She alone, of all the world, knew the length and breadth of her 
own secret. Her lawful husband no more pretended to hold a claim, 
which may always have been a pretence; the father of her child, hfsr 
own relation to both, and the tragic life which was going on 
beneath that surface which all men saw, were kno^ to her alone. 
How poor and miserable must have seemed the punishment which 
society had inflicted! The scarlet letter was a poor type of the awful 
truth which she carried within her heart. Without deceit before the 
world, she stands forth the most heroic person in ail that drama. 
When, from the platform of shame, she bade farewell to that 
world, she retired to a holier, and sought for such peace as a soul 
cast out by men may always find. This was her right. No lie hung 
• over her head. Society had heard her story, and had done its worst. 
And while Arthur Dimmesdale, cherished in the arms of that 
society which he had outraged, glossing his life with a false coloring 
which made it beautiful to all beholders, was dying of an inward 
anguish, Hester stood upon her true ground, denied by this world, 
and learning that true wisdom which comes through honesty and 
self-justification. In casting her out, the world had tom from her all 
the support of its dogmatic teachings, with which it sustains its dis¬ 
ciples in their inevitable sufferings, and had compelled her to rely 
upon that great religious truth which flows instinctively around a 
life of agony, with its daring freedom. How far behind her in moral 
and religious excellence was the accredited religious teacher, who 
was her companion in guilt! 
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ARTHUR CLEVELAND COXE 

[The Nauseous Amour of a Puritan Pastor] t 

* * * 

Why has our author selected such a theme? Why, amid all the 
suggestive incidents of life in a wilderness; of a retreat from civiliza- 
tion to which, in every individual case, a thousand circumstances 
must have concurred to reconcile human nature with estrangement 
from home and country; or amid the historical connections of our 
history with Jesuit adventure, savage invasion, regicide outlawry, 
and French aggression, should the taste of Mr. Hawthorne have pre¬ 
ferred as the proper material for romance, the nauseous amour of a 
Puritan pastor, with a frail creature of his charge, whose mind is 
represented as far more debauched than her body? Is it, in short, 
because a running undertide of filth has become as requisite to a 
romance, as death in the fifth act to a tragedy? Is the French era 
actually begun in our literature? And is the flesh, as well as the 
world and the devil, to be henceforth dished up in fashionable 
novels, and discussed at parties, by spinsters and their beaux, with 
as unconcealed a relish as they give to the vanilla in their ice cream? 
We would be slow to believe it, and we hope our author would not 
willingly have it so, yet we honestly believe that “the Scarlet 
Letter” has already done not a little to degrade our literature, and 
to encourage social licentiousness: it has started other pens on like 
enterprises, and has loosed the restraint of many tongues, that have 
made it an apology for “the evil communications which corrupt 
good manners.” We are painfully tempted to believe that it is a 
book made for the market, and that the market has made it mer¬ 
chantable, as they do game, by letting everybody understand that 
the commodity is in high condition, and smells strongjy of incipient 
putrefaction. 

We shall entirely mislead our reader if we give him to 
suppose that “the Scarlet Letter” is coarse in its details, or inde¬ 
cent in its phraseology. This very article of our own, is far less 
suited to ears polite, than any page of the romance before us; and 
the reason is, we call things by their rigiht names, while the romance 
never hints the shocking words that belong to its things, but, like 
Mephktophiles, insinuates that the arch-fiend himself is a very tol¬ 
erable sort of person, if nobody would call him Mr. Devil. We have 
heard of persons who could not bear the reading of some Old Testa¬ 
ment Lessons in the service of the Church: such persons would be 
delighted with our author’s story; and damsels who shrink at the 

t From “The Writings of Hnwthome,'’ Church Review, 3 (Janvuy 18S1), 489-Sll. 
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reading of the Decalogue, would probably luxuriate in bathing their 
imagination in the crystal of its delicate sensuality. The language of 
our author, like patent blacking, “would not soil the whitest linen,” 
and yet the composition itself, would suffice, if well laid on, to 
Ethiopize the snowiest conscience that ever sat like a swan upon 
that mirror of heaven, a Christian maiden’s imagination. We are 
not sure we speak quite strong enough, when we say, that we would 
much rather listen to the coarest scene of Goldsmith’s “Vicar,” 
read aloud by a sister or daughter, than to hear from such lips, the 
perfectly chaste language of a scene in “the Scarlet Letter,” in 
which a married wife and her reverend paramour, with their unfor¬ 
tunate offspring, are introduced as the actors, and in which the whole 
tendency of the conversation is to suggest a sympathy for their sin, 
and an anxiety that they may be able to accomplish a successful 
escape beyond the seas, to some country where their shameful com¬ 
merce may be perpetuated. Now, in Goldsmith’s story there are 
very coarse words, but we do not remember anything that saps the 
foundations of the moral sense, or that goes to create unavoidable 
sympathy with unrepenting sorrow, and deliberate, premeditated 
sin. The “Vicar of Wakefield” is sometimes coarsely virtuous, but 
“the Scarlet Letter” is delicately immoral. • * ♦ 

But in Hawthorne’s tale, the lady’s frailty is philosophized into a 
natural and necessary result of the Scriptural law of marriage, which, 
by holding her irrevocably to her vows, as plighted to a dried up old 
book-worm, in her silly girlhood, is viewed as making her heart an 
easy victim to the adulterer. The sin of her seducer too, seems to be 
considered as lying not so much in the deed itself, as in his long 
concealment of it, and, in fact, the whole moral of the tale is given 
in the words—“Be true—^be true,” as if sincerity in sin were virtue, 
and as if "Be clean—^be clean,” were not the more fitting conclu¬ 
sion. “The untrue man” is, in short, the hang-dog of the narrative, 
and the unclean one is made a very interesting sort of a person, and 
as the two qualities are united in the hero, their composition creates 
the interest of his character. Shelley himself never imagined a more 
dissolute conversation than that in which the polluted minister 
comforts himself with the thought, that the revenge of the injured 
husband is worse than his own sin in instigating it. “Thou and I 
never did so, Hester”—he suggests: and she responds—“nev¬ 
er, never! What we did had a consecration of its own, we felt it so 
—we said so to each other!” This is a little too much—^it carries the 
Bay-theory a little too far for our stomach! "Hush, Hester!” is the 
sickish rejoinder; and fie, Mr. Hawthorne! is the weakest token of 
our disgust that we can utter. TTie poor bemired hero and heroine 
of the story should not have been seen wallowing in their filth, at 
such a rate as this. 


* « * 



The Custom-House 


SAM S. BASKETT 
The (Complete) Scarlet Letterf 


In the two parts of his book Hawthorne weaves a pattern of 
repeated comparisons and contrasts which connect him with his 
ancestors, the present with the past, the world of the Custom 
House with the world of the New England theocracy. Most 
obviously, Salem and Boston are essentially the same setting; and 
the characters of *‘The Custom House" are the descendants of the 
Puritans. The soil of Salem is mingled with the “earthly substance" 
of his forefathers, Hawthorne remarks early in the sketch, and he 
goes on to describe in some detail the characteristics of his Puritan 
ancestors and their putative attitudes toward him. These allusions 
are reinforced by a number of less personal references which reflect 
Hawthorne’s continuing concern with the connections between the 
Puritan past and his own era. When he describes “finding" the 
physical objects on which the Hester Prynne story is based, he adds 
that he also uncovered the “facts" upon which he constructed 
“Main Street.” In this sketch written a few months before The 
Scarlet Letter, Hawthorne chronicles the growth of his native town 
“from infancy upward." “Main Street" is focussed on the past, for the 
machine which the author fancies as projecting the pictures of 
Salem breaks down just as the present is reached. “Alas,” he com¬ 
ments ironically, “you know not the extent of your misfortune. The 
scenes to come were far better than the past." Written the year 
after The Scarlet Letter, The House of the Seven Gables compen¬ 
sates for this “misfortune" by concentrating mostly on the present. 
Between these two works Hawthorne wrote the two parts of The 
Scarlet Letter which even more emphatically illustrate his preoccu¬ 
pation with the theme of the relation of the past and present. 

llie insistence with which Hawthorne presents this theme is seen 
in the number of time shifts which occur in both “The Custom 

t From CoUegt Smglisk, 22 (1961), 321-2S. 
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House** and The Scarlet Letter. In the former, Hawthorne purport¬ 
edly sets out to tell about his mid-nineteenth-century present. 
Actually the past invades this present with Faulknerian persistence. 
In the early pages while discussing his ancestors, Hawthorne 
switches back and forth from 1850 to various points in the past at 
least a dozen times. The lives of the Custom House denizens, sig¬ 
nificantly, are not so deeply rooted in the past, but there is a contin¬ 
ual flow of references to times twenty, forty, sixty, seventy years ear¬ 
lier. In approaching the Hester Prynne materials, Hawthorne leads 
the reader back to the immediate past, then to the Revolution and 
eventually to the mid-seventeenth century via the Custom House 
records; and while Hawthorne discusses these materials, his mind 
alternately considers them in their supposed historical context and 
as they impinge on and even define his own present predicament. 
The Scarlet Letter, of course, is ostensibly set in the seventeenth 
century. On a score of occasions, however, the author halts his story 
and draws an explicit contrast between seventeenth- and nine¬ 
teenth-century New England life. Hawthorne thus does not allow 
the reader of The Scarlet Letter to forget the 1850 “present" just as 
he does not allow the reader of “The Custom House” to forget the 
past. * • * 

This sharp contrast between the two societies, however, is really 
secondary to Hawthorne’s main concern throughout the book. 
Actually, “The Custom House” and The Scarlet Letter are coupled 
more by an underlying similarity than by the external ironic con¬ 
trast. For Hawthorne himself in a sense is the major character in 
the romance as well as in the sketch; and in both parts of the book 
the theme is the. same: the relation of the individual to whatever 
the society, irrespective of its nature, in which he finds himself. 

At the beginning of “The Custom House” Hawthorne states that 
an author must establish “some true relation with his audience,” 
“the few who will understand him,” even though he keeps the 
“inmost Me” behind the veil of native reserve. But once in his 
account, as he describes finding the scarlet letter, Hawthorne for a 
moment drops his detached, ironic manner and allows the reader a 
glimpse behind the veil. Looking at the faded rag of scarlet cloth 
and musing over the meaning of the “mystic symbol,” he says, 

I happened to place it on my breast. It seemed to me,—^the 
reader may smile, but he must not doubt my word,—it seemed to 
me, then, that I experienced a sensation not altogether physical, 
yet almost so, as or burning heat; and as if the letter were not 
of red cloth, but red-hot iron. I shuddered, and involuntarily let 
it fall upon the floor. 

The r^der “may smile,” but Hawthorne is not merely indulging his 
romantic fancy; his tone is deadly serious. Why is Hawthorne so 
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affwted by the letter of guilt which Hester, Dimmesdale, and in a 
sense even Chillingworth, also wear? What is he trying to confess? 
Both '*The Custom House" and The Scarlet Letter supply the 
answer—the same answer. In this scene Hawthorne at once 
expresses his alienation from his contemporaries—from both the 
transcendentalists who ignore guilt and the materialists who subsist 
on the subhuman level—and acknowledges his desire to end that 
alienation. In his actions as well as his writing, Hawthorne repeat¬ 
edly made evident his strong sense of being at cross purposes with 
his age. He did live a mainly solitary twelve years as a young man in 
Salem. He did frequently mention his “home-feeling" for the past. 
His sense of isolation had not been lessened by his “grievous thrall- 
dom" at the Boston Custom House, nor by his failure to achieve a 
feeling of community with the transcendentalists at Brook Farm; 
and this sense was further aggravated by his experience with the 
workaday world at the Salem Custom House. Hawthorne’s predica¬ 
ment, so apparent throughout “The Custom House," is also partly 
the result of his self-consciousness about his role as a writer. Of his 
writing, the core of his existence, his associates are unaware. “None 
of them, I presume, had ever read a page of my inditing, or would 
have cared a fig the more for me if they had read them all." In 
addition, he is certain that his Puritan forebears would have 
strongly disapproved of his vocation. 

“What is he?" murmurs one gray shadow, of my forefathers to 
the other. “A writer of story-books! What kind of business in 
life,—^what mode of glorifying God, or being serviceable to man¬ 
kind in his day and generation,—may that be? Why the degen¬ 
erate fellow might as well have been a fiddler." Such are the com¬ 
pliments bandied between my great-giandsires and myself, across 
the gulf of time! 

Contemptuous of the values of his associates, ambivalent in his 
attitude toward the past, unsure of his place in society as a writer, 
the Hawthorne who condemns the Custom-House officer for not 
participating in the main stream of human endeavor stands feartully 
alone in an unused room of the Custom House with the faded 
letter on his breast—the figure of the Alienated Artist. We can say 
“fearfully," for Hawthorne frequently reiterated his horror of isola¬ 
tion, his belief that man is a naturally sociable being whose mental 
energies are fully aroused only in society; and this was a time of 
crisis for Hawthorne as he was making the effort that led to his 
fuller involvement with his fellow man in the 1850’s. * * * 
Hawthorne’s growing, if unwilling, understanding that, despite 
his desire for withdrawal from an uncongenial “system," he must 
somehow establish a significant, self-nurturing relation with it, is 
intensely signified when he places the scarlet letter on his breast. 
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His expiation has begun, albeit furtively; the letter has started to do 
its work. He relates that he achieved partial relief from "this inci¬ 
dent”: it recalled his mind, "in some degree, to the old track.” 
Moreover, Hawthrone undertook a more public, if still somewhat 
veiled, expiation. This expiation is The Scarlet iMter and, for "the 
few who will understand him” "The Custom House.” In the char¬ 
acterizations of Hester, Dimmesdale and Chillingworth, Hawthorne 
objectifies the several facets of his problem. Charles O'Donnell has 
analyzed the similar situations of Hawthorne and Dimmesdale; 
equally significant is the parallel between Hawthorne's predicament 
and that of each of the other major characters in The Scarlet 
Letter. Like Chillingworth, the Custom-House Hawthorne is capa¬ 
ble of arrogant detachment from the entire community; and like 
him he can probe coldly and analytically into his associates and 
then sit in icy judgment on them. It is easy to see in "The Custom 
House” that the sin of intellectual and moral pride is one of the 
reasons for Hawthorne’s alienation from his fellow man: he comes 
close to violating the sanctity of the human heart—at least so 
thought those who had sat unwittingly for his scapel-like pen. Like 
Dimmesdale and Hester, the Custom-House Hawthorne has an 
ambivalent attitude toward his alienation from his community and 
a possible expiation leading to reunion. As they are products of the 
Puritan way of life, so Hawthorne is a man of the nineteenth-cen- 
tury; as they violate the rules of that way of life and are thus ren¬ 
dered less effective members of the community, so Hawthorne 
denies many of the values of his age (here he is closer to Hester 
than to Dimmesdale), and thereby places himself outside its pale. 
Like Dimmesdale, Hawthorne has lived a hypocritical life among 
his associates; and, like Dimmesdale, after having scourged himself 
for years with his sensitivity, Hawthorne finally brings himself to a 
two-fold expiation, in the darkness of a romance purportedly dealing 
with the dim past, and in the ambiguous daylight of "The Custom 
House.” Like Hester, whom Hawthorne repeatedly describes as an 
artist and who feels that what she had done had a consecration of 
its own, so Hawthorne tends to believe that as an artist he also is 
above the judgment of his society. And, like Hester, Hawthorne 
finally brings himself to the recognition that though he remains 
somewhat apart from his contemporaries, he must learn to live in 
some sort of relation with them. In other words, the similarity of 
Dimmesdale’s situation with Hawthorne’s own is but one of the 
many significant links between the two parts of Hawthorne’s book. 
O’Donnell has observed that the action after Dimmesdale begins 
his confession “takes on all the qualities of a formal drama,” that in 
effect Dimmesdale creates a form to express his experience, and 
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'‘through this form he finds his own victory, his own salvation." 
The Scarlet Letter, Hawthorne’s entire Puritan story, may be said 
to bear exactly this relation to the author's “confession” scene in 
“The Custom House." 


* * * 


MARSHALL VAN DEUSEN 

Narrative Tone in “The Custom-House” 
and The Scarlet Letter f 

* * * 

The mood of romance is set in “The Custom House,” and it is 
not set simply by the famous passage there about moonlight. It is 
felt throughout the preface, and perhaps especially in the para¬ 
graphs that include the mention of those curiously circumstantial 
measurements of the scarlet letter. Those details, in context, are not 
in the service of literary verisimilitude but of a symbolic ambi¬ 
guity which centers for the moment on the problem of the meaning 
of historical authenticity. “The Ancient Surveyor” seems to have 
been "a local antiquarian”; yet some of "his facts” have found their 
way into Hawthorne’s fictionalized article on “Main Street.” Haw¬ 
thorne’s ironic tone is surely unmistakable when he remarks that 
“As a final disposition” of the “remainder” of Pue’s facts, “I con¬ 
template depositing them with the Essex Historical Society.” And 
his pun is surely intended when he contends that “the main facts” of 
The Scarlet Letter “are authorized [my italics] and authenticated 
by the document of Mr. Surveyor Pue,” for two sentences later he 
admits that in some places “I have allowed myself . . . nearly or 
altogether as much license as if the facts had l^en entirely of my 
own invention.” 

Nearly or altogether! In the second paragraph of his preface Haw¬ 
thorne had introduced the ironic note by claiming to offer “proofs 
of the authenticity of [his] narrative” and claiming for himself only 
“my true position as editor, or very little more.” Solemnly he 
asserted that “this and no other is my true reason for assuming a 
personal relation with the public”! He wished to offer his “proofs” 
and to justify the “few extra touches” he had allowed himself. 

Now, thirty pages later, it turns out that all Hawthorne contends 


t From Ninettenth-Ctntury Fiction, 21 (1966), 61-71. 
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for "is the authenticity of the outline”! The story of the scarlet 
letter is his story, not Mr. Surveyor Pue’s. For, “I must not be 
understood,” he writes, "as affirming, that, in the dressing up of the 
tale, and imagining the motives and modes of passion that influ¬ 
enced the characters who figure in it, I have invariably confined 
myself within the limits of the old Surveyor’s half a dozen sheets of 
foolscap.” It also develops that these sheets of foolscap "were docu¬ 
ments . . . not official, but of a private nature,” even though Jona¬ 
than Pue had been a historian. And Hawthorne’s own name, 
imprinted "with a stencil and black paint, on pepper bags, and bas¬ 
kets of anatto, and cigar-boxes, and bales of all kinds of dutiable 
merchandise,” had authorized and authenticated official governmen¬ 
tal acts, though he was a writer of romances. Finally, by a kind of 
ironic dMoublement^ of perspective Hawthorne speculates that his 
fictional writings rather than his official acts may perhaps become 
"materials of local history.” 

Hawthorne’s tone in these remarks—^and its manifold variations 
throughout the preface—is important. He is mocking the easy belief 
that a historian can penetrate truth by a simple disposition of his 
little hoard of "facts.” But in these passages—and throughout the 
preface, especially in his account of his responses to his dismissal 
from the Custom House—he is also mocking himself; and in the 
ironic intensity of his hypnotic fascination with the letter itself, as 
well as in the long passage which culminates in his vision of fire 
and moonlight within the "haunted verge” of the looking glass, he 
is even mocking his mockery. "The Custom House” reflects not 
simply the wit and urbanity of the accomplished essayist; rather the 
urbanity exists to qualify and ameliorate the haunting and otherwise 
haunted reflections of the imaginative amateur of epistemology. 
The complication of tones defines more than doubt; it defines also a 
person; and that person is, by his own admission, the narrator of 
the whole Scarlet Letter, as well as of “The Custom House”; he is 
everywhere present in the whole book; it is his voice that interprets 
(creates?) Hester’s and Dimmesdale’s story. It is in this sense that 
the tone of "The Custom House” begins to define the content of 
The Scarlet Letter. In this sense Hawthorne, or more properly, the 
Surveyor of Customs who was also a sometime writer of tales and 
sketches and who is now the "editor” of a historical romance, is a 
character in that romance, and his voice, with its complication of 
tones, echoes throughout the book. Not to know the Surveyor is, 
thus, to miss some of the thematic concerns (his concerns) of The 
Scarlet Letter and to miss the characteristic interpretation which his 
voice gives them as he explores and tests their implications. * * * 


1. Splitting into two. [JE^or.] 
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The "Custom House” does more than introduce themes to be 
developed in the romance that follows. As I have suggested, it intro¬ 
duces also the character and voice of the narrator, that is of the 
"decapitated surveyor.” And it is the echoing of that voice, 
sometimes querulous, sometimes self-doubting, throughout The 
Scarlet Letter that binds the two parts of the book into an indissol¬ 
uble whole. We may notice, for example, that "the external ironic 
contrast” Baskett mentions between seventeenth- and nineteenth- 
century New England society becomes quite characteristically inter¬ 
nal for Hawthorne in his praise and accusation of his anceston 
(their "dim and dusky grandeur” coexisting with their "persecuting 
spirit”) and in his defense and accusation of their descendant ("an 
idler like myself” who is a “writer of story books!”). This contrast 
at least is a matter of personal tension that serves to characterize 
the narrator as well as the societies of which he speaks. And it is 
this personal tension that “explains” and prepares us for the noto¬ 
rious doubleness of judgment which pervades the story of Hester's 
persecution. 

The doubleness is enforced upon our attention very early in that 
story. Hester is characterized at the outset as possessed of "natural 
dignity,” but she is also "haughty” and displays “a desperate reck¬ 
lessness of . . . mood.” And there is a curious mixture of ironic dif¬ 
fidence and plaintive wishfulness in the narrator's quasi-blasphe- 
mous "Papist” comparison of her appearance to “the image of 
Divine Maternity, . . . whose infant was to redeem the world.” And 
what of Hester's judges? In the first scene the narrator speaks with 
the enlightened assurance of the nineteenth-century progressive of 
"the whole dismal severity of the Puritanic code of law”; but he 
speaks also as the historical relativist in noting a "solemnity of 
demeanor on the part of the spectators” which "befitted a people 
amongst whom religion and law were almost identical, and in whose 
character both were so thoroughly interfused, that the mildest and 
severest acts of public discipline were alike made venerable and 
awful.” And finally the personal reminiscence of his own experience 
in the Custom House surely lies behind his judgment that "The 
scene [before the jail] was not without a mixture of awe, such as 
must always invest the spectacle of guilt and shame in a fellow crea- 
ture, before society shall have grown corrupt enough to smile, 
instead of shuddering, at it.” For despite the stem severity of Hes¬ 
ter's judges, there was in them "none of the heartlessness of another 
social state, which would find only a theme of jest in an exhibiton 
like the present.” 

I have suggested that in "The Custom House” Hawthorne, 
through his dramatic representation of himself, confronts the prob- 
lem of historical knowledge, and by clear implication more general 
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q)istemoIogical problems. In the first few pages of the romance 
proper he reminds us insistently and, if we remember his voice in 
“The Custom House,” characteristically, that Hester Prynne's story 
is itself a historical problem that involves at once an understanding 
of autre temps, autre moeurs,^ and a recognition of persistent pat¬ 
terns of human behavior. ‘The founders,” he says, “of a *tiew 
colony, whatever Utopia of human virtue and happiness they might 
originally project, have invariably recognized it among their earliest 
practical necessities to allot a portion of the virgin soil as a ceme¬ 
tery, and another portion as the site of a prison.” And although the 
Puritan New England colony is, Hawthorne recalls, in its infancy, 
the door of the jail to which our attention is fixed on the very first 
page of the historical narrative, seems “Like all that pertains to 
crime . . . never to have known a youthful era.” As for the roje 
bush, we cannot say whether it is rumor and legend or historical 
fact that connects it with “the sainted Anne Hutchinson.” But “It 
may serve, let us hope, to symbolize some sweet moral blossom, that 
may be found along the track, or relieve the darkening close of a 
tale of human frailty and sorrow.” That “let us hope,” taken 
together with the defensive humor of the narrator’s remarks about 
death and crime, is a way of combining the moralistic optimism of 
the nineteenth-century civil servant with the ironic skepticism of 
the sometime author of romances whose experience in the real 
world has made him unsure of that world and also of himself. We 
hear, thus, the echo of a voice as much as the echo of a theme. We 
hear perhaps the dramatic definition of a theme, and thus we 
understand its complexity in a way we could not were it presented 
“straight.” 

In these opening pages of Hester’s story Hawthorne, the histori¬ 
cal editor, even permits himself some of the same sort of musing 
digressions practiced in the preface by Hawthorne, the informal 
essayist. He describes the “not unsubstantial persons” of the women 
in the crowd by the prison door with their “broad shoulders and 
well-developed busts . . . and round and ruddy cheeks, that had rip¬ 
ened in the far-off island [England], and had hardly yet grown 
paler or thinner in the atmosphere of New England.” In the best 
manner of the informal essayist, he wryly spins out his genetic 
explanation: “Morally, as well as materially, there was a coarser fibre 
in those wives and maidens of old English birth and breeding, than 
in their fair descendants, separated from them by a series of six or 
seven generations; for, throughout that chain of ancestry, every suc¬ 
cessive mother has transmitted to her child a fainter bloom, a more 
delicate and briefer beauty, and a slighter physical frame, if not a 
character of less force and solidity, then her own.” Such a digression 
2. Different times, different customs. [Editor.] 
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reminds us not simply of the contrast between two ages, for that 
contrast is hardly very objective, nor is it meant to 1 ^. We hear 
instead the voice of a particular narrator, speaking from the de-fem- 
inized, yet vaguely effeminate, world of the Custom House, offering 
a very proper, yet strangely envious, criticism of the decidely female, 
yet curiously masculine, women of his imagination. We hear a voice 
that pla)^ urbanely with paradox as the only instrument adequate 
for controlling its own doubts, and which is yet a means of releasing 
them and giving them a dangerous license. We recognize the voice 
because we have met the speaker in ‘The Custom House." 

Without such a recognition early in the game (for this romance 
is a kind of game, albeit a very serious one), we are likely to misesti' 
mate the import of many of the auctorial comments at crucial 
points. One passage will perhaps sufBce to indicate what I mean. 
When Dimmesdale is returning home from the cmcial interview 
with Hester (and Pearl) in the forest, he feels a strong urge to bias- 
pheme and to address the most shocking crudities and impurities to 
the people he meets on the way. The narrator comments: 

Tempted by a dream of happiness, he had yielded himself with 
deliberate choice, as he had never done before, to what he knew 
was deadly sin. And the infectious poison of that sin had been 
thus rapidly diffused throughout his moral system. It had stupe> 
fied all blessed impulses, and awakened into vivid life the whole 
brotherhood of bad ones. 

Ernest Sandeen has cited this passage in his persuasive article on 
“The Scarlet Letter as a Love Story” (PMLA LXXVII [Sept., 
1962], 425-435) and has rightly sensed the inportance of its tone. 
The tone, he says, is one of “solemn moralism" and “pious pontifi¬ 
cating,” which Hawthorne “has made a part of (the narrator's) 
character.” But Sandeen nowhere identifies the narrator, nor does 
he really seem to have any genuine sense of his “character,” cer¬ 
tainly not of him as a character. In another reference to a tone of 
“gloomy moralistic exaggeration,” he speaks simply of Haw¬ 
thorne's “narrative voice,” and he su^ests that “most, if not all,” 
of the narrator's setmonizings are “Hawthorne’s concession to his 
reader’s prejudices”; yet he insists that “they serve simultaneously to 
keep clearly in view the moral distinctions which form the basic 
structure of the novel.” Apparently they can be used in this way 
because the concession is ironic: “^me of the pious lectures which 
this narrative voice delivers are so plainly out of key with what is 
going on that we may suspect they are pieces of calculated irony.” 
But Sandeen is uneasy with such an explanation and seems finally 
to wish to evade the problem by noting simply that the “tone of 
the narrative comments” sometimes runs “against die grain” and 
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sometimes “with the grain of the narrative context/' 

Sandeen’s sensitiveness to tone seems to me to invite such ques¬ 
tions as, “Whose tone?" and “Why is there a special 'narrative 
voice' at all?" The failure to identify the narrator not only leaves 
him a rather puzzling technical complication, but also leaves the 
tone of such a passage as the one cited a kind of simple, uncon¬ 
scious irony which the reader and, presumably, Hawthorne too see 
through from a superior vantage point of amused condescension. 
Thus, the religious and ethical penpectives urged by the narrator's 
vocabulary are reduced in seriousness and The Scarlet Letter tends 
to be simplified into an “attack" on outmoded ideas from the point 
of view of progressive, enlightened liberalism. Such a result is clearly 
far from Sandeen's intention, and certainly it is false to the perva¬ 
sive ambivalence of attitude which persists throughout the story of 
Hester’s “persecution” and Dimmesdale’s “salvation.” But to forget 
the narrator we have met in the Custom House makes it difficult to 
understand and account for the complexity of perspective which 
Sandeen himself seems to feel in the development of the narrative 
proper, and difficult to understand and account for the variety of 
tones which we have heard this unsimple voice encompass at the 
very outset of that narrative. 

To hear only or principally a tone of unconscious irony in the 
narrative of The Scarlet Letter suggests that the narrator, whoever 
he is, is a kind of fool, a figure of fun, whose viewpoint is simply 
rejected, and who is from our superior viewpoint not a part of the 
issues he bumblingly describes. He becomes a figure outside the 
drama, at best a mild kind of comic relief. But if we think of him 
as integrally related to the narrative through the Hawthorne of the 
preface, the historical, epistemological, and ethical themes of the 
whole book will be recognized as more serious and more subtle by 
virtue of their dramatic relationship to a character of genuinely 
complex intelligence and delicate sensibility. Even if we should 
imagine that in some passages we are hearing the voice, not of the 
“decapitated surveyor,” but of “Mr. Surveyor Pue,” we are taken 
back to the Custom House and we remember that Hawthorne has 
as much admiration as condescension for that worthy. We cannot 
be condescending even toward his voice. The “moralism” in The 
Scarlet Letter is not simple-minded; it is part of a range of tones of 
considerable variety, and though it may occasionally sound plaintive 
or nostalgic, there is an appeal in its winning simplicity that is 
almost as compelling as our sense of its final inadequacy. If we 
remember the sophisticated doubts about sophistication expressed 
by the author of the preface, the naive tone of parts of the narrative 
proper may be seen as a part of a dramatic testing of attitudes 
which defines a central epistemological issue that qualifies our 
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understanding of all the themes of the book. In this sense, if in no 
other, “The Custom House" and our acquaintance with the mind 
and sensibility of its central character are an essential and indispen¬ 
sable part of our experience of The Scarlet Letter. * * * 


DAVID STOUCK 

The Surveyor of “The Custom-House*": 
A Narrator for The Scarlet Letterf 


“The Custom-House” opens with two preliminary paragraphs 
wherein the narrator introduces the problems of alienation and 
responsibility central both to the introduction and the romance. In 
the first paragraph the narrator describes himself as a man reluctant 
to talk about himself, even to his personal friends, and he says that 
in this somewhat alienated state he finds writing a means of self-ex¬ 
pression and true communication. He extends this observation to 
suggest that writing is ultimately a means of self-discovery; that the 
printed word has the power to seek out and find “the divided seg¬ 
ment of the writer’s own nature,” and “complete his circle of exist¬ 
ence by bringing him into communion with it." The narrator 
defines himself then as an “alien seeking to integrate his own being, 
but in the same paragraph he says that even in his writing he will 
“keep the inmost Me behind its veil." The image of the veil reflects 
the ambiguity of the narrator’s position throughout the romance. 
This ambiguity is referred to again in the second paragraph where 
the narrator states that his purpose in writing the introductory 
sketch is to put himself in his true position as “editor" of the 
romance, as an observer rather than the creator of the story. While 
this refusal of responsible authority absolves the narrator on a 
formal level from making value judgments on the characters in the 
story, thematically it anticipates that central concern in the 
romance with the individual’s responsibility in relation to society. 

The body of the Custom-House essay divides roughly into three 
parts which might be described as “the return to Salem," “the cus¬ 
toms ofiicers" and “the writing of the romance." In the first section 
the narrator describes the complexity of his emotions on returning 
to his birthplace. The town of Salem, and particularly its Custom- 


tFrom TSg Cemteimial Rnkm, 15 (1971), 509-29. Footnotes have been omitted. 
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House, is described as a place haunted by a sense of the past. The 
once powerful seaport has become a sleepy backwater town. The 
main ofEce of the Custom-House is “cobwebbed and dingy with old 
paint" and its floor is covered with sand, a practice which has "else¬ 
where fallen into long disuse." The contrast between former activity 
and the stasis of the present is at once attractive to the narrator’s 
imagination, for it reflects his own passive and "haunted" nature in 
relation to his family and the past. He tells us that he has lived 
much of the time away from Salem, but, while away, he was aware 
of the strong hold on his affections that the town possessed. It is an 
irrational sentiment that he is at a loss to explain, because he sees 
the town as an austere and joyless place and confesses that invari¬ 
ably he has been happier living elsewhere. The root of this affection 
he assigns to his ancestral tie, a “sensuous sympathy of dust for 
dust" in a place where his ancestors "have mingled their earthly 
substance with the soil." But the ancestral link is more complex 
than simply a sentiment of family loyalty, and he pursues his 
attempt to understand the attachment by evoking his ancestors 
from the past. 

It has been customary to view Hawthorne’s description of his 
earliest Puritan forefathers (the persecutor of the Quakers and the 
witch trial judge) as explaining his preoccupation with the past in 
both "The Custom-House" and The Scarlet Letter. Generally it is 
argued that Hawthorne has inherited a strong sense of guilt as a 
result of their deeds, and that his purpose in the romance is to 
expose the harsh, inhuman nature of Puritan society, thereby expiat¬ 
ing the family sin. The narrator does in fact say that he takes shame 
upon himself for his forefathers’ deeds and prays "that any curse 
incurred by them . . . may be now and henceforth removed." But 
the context in which he makes this statement is a very complex one, 
and to see the narrator as being motivated simply by a sense of 
ancestral guilt is to ignore a number of subtle innuendos surround¬ 
ing his explanation. The narrator describes his ancestors as having 
"a dim and dusky grandeur ... to my boyish imagination.” The 
feeling is one of awe and oppressive reverence, yet it gives him a 
"home-feeling with the past, which [he] can scarcely claim in ref¬ 
erence to the present phase of the town.” This seems to suggest 
that the narrator, alienated from his contemporaries in the present, 
turns to the past and to his ancestors for some source of personal 
identification. This suggestion is made concrete when he says that 
he has a stronger claim to residence in Salem through his fint 
ancestors than through himself "whose name is seldom heard and 
... face hardly known.” Here is the first strong hint of the narrator’s 
preoccupation with his own sense of inadequacy and insignificance; 
this echoes his earlier reference to a need for self-discovery through 
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writing. Thus when he says that he will take the sins of his family 
on his own head in this book, the concept of expiation is clearly 
very personal and complex. One might reflect furtiier on the emo¬ 
tional te)cture of this statement; when the narrator, feeling himself 
to be inferior to his ancestors, casts himself in the role of martyr 
and intercessor for their sins, we may see him as subtly undermining 
them and putting himself in a position of authority and control over 
them. 

Everything thus far suggested in the sketch is confirmed in the 
ensuing paragraph where the narrator evokes his ancestors* ghosts. 
Here he says that his own presence on the family tree as an “idler** 
would be, to his ancestors, sufficient retribution for their sins. He 
feels that they would view him as a disgrace to the family and imag¬ 
ines their scorn expressed by such epithets as “writer of story-books” 
arid “degenerate fellow.” His sense of impotence is compounded 
when he reflects that, except for himself, the men in his family have 
been sea-farers, men of action, whose lives were characterized by a 
“tempestuous manhood.” The narrator then comes to recognize 
that his attachment to Salem is not love or family pride, but an 
instinct. In spite of “the chillest of social atmospheres” a spell exists 
for the narrator “as if the natal spot were an earthly paradise.” This 
metaphor suggests a kind of pastoral retreat to childhood. The 
return, he says, is a necessary one; “I felt it almost as a destiny to 
make Salem my home.” But at the same time he recognizes the sen¬ 
timent as an unhealthy one; too many generations wear out the soil, 
he says, and “my doom was on me.” The narrator had left Salem 
several times, but always returned “as if Salem were . . . the inevit<i- 
ble centre of the universe” (my italics in the above quotations). 
The image clearly suggests the deep-seated necessity of returning to 
the scene of childhood, of putting right the past before living mean¬ 
ingfully in the present. The narrator's feelings of guilt and isolation 
(the two are mutually supporting) have their source in the child¬ 
hood setting of the past. 

This is as far as the narrator goes in “The Custom-House” in 
attempting to understand his emotions about Salem, but the explo¬ 
ration of this “feeling” is continued in the romance. The three cen¬ 
tral characters in The Scarlet Letter stand in the same relation to 
Boston as the narrator of the Custom-House does to Salem: they 
cannot leave the town that is the scene of their guilty drama, nor 
can they live there in a meaningful relationship to the larger com- 
munity. Tie narrator’s sense of shame in the eyes of his ancestors 
emerges again at the beginning of the romance when Hester faces 
the solemn crowd at the pillory. The Boston community is 
described as not characterized by “the impulses of youth,” but by 
"the stem and tempered energies of manhood, and tiie sombre 
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sagacity of age.” Like the narrator, Hester feels herself under the 
weight of a "leaden infliction which it was her doom to endure.” 
She feels that she cannot leave Boston: 

... it may seem marvellous, that this woman should still call 
that place her home, where, and where only, she must needs 
be the type of shame. But there is a fatality, a feeling so. ir¬ 
resistible and inevitable that it has the force of doom, which 
almost invariably compels human beings to Unger around and 
haunt, ghost-like, the spot where some great and marked event 
has given the color to their lifetime; and still the more irresistibly, 
the darker the tinge that saddens it. Her sin, her ignominy, were 
the roots which she had struck into the soil. 

For the narrator this emotion was identifled with his birthplace, and 
we hear an echo of that association again when he continues by 
saying: "It was as if a new birth, with stronger assimilations than 
the first, had converted the forest-land, still so uncongenial to every 
other pilgrim and wanderer, into Hester Prynne’s wild and dreary, 
but lifelong home.” After raising Pearl away from the Puritan com¬ 
munity, Hester returns to "a more real life” in Boston because it is 
the scene of her guilt, just as the narrator returns to Salem, the 
source of his guilt feelings and alienation. Hester must remain 
there to be reintegrated into the community from which she has 
been cut off. Tlie narrator says: "Here had been her sin; here, her 
sorrow; and here was yet to be her penitence.” 

Similarly Dimmesdale and Chillingworth are "destined” to 
remain in Boston. Hester says to Arthur in the forest: "Doth the 
universe lie within the compass of yonder town . . . ?” and he 
admits: "I am powerless to go. Wretched and sinful as I am, I have 
had no thought than to drag on my earthly existence in the sphere 
where Providence hath placed me.” The community to which he 
belongs is the source of all his conscious values. His "doom” fails to 
provide any genuine alternatives: if he left Boston for a life of free¬ 
dom with Hester, his religious conscience, the very essence of his 
being, would destroy him through remorse; remaining in Boston he 
is slowly destroyed by his own hypocrisy. For Chillingworth, too, 
Boston has become the whole of his world, and when Dimmesdale 
dies there, the European scholar also shrivels away and dies there 
within another year. 


II 

In the second section of the introductory sketch the narrator 
describes his employment as Surveyor of the Salem Custom-House. 
Of special interest here is his description of the customs officers 
and his relationship to them. He tells us first of all that they are 
nearly all old men, but more interesting is the fact that, like the 
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nanator's ancestors, nearly all of them were once sea-captains. 
Throughout this section the narrator’s sense of inadequacy in the 
eyes of his ancestor is signihcantly reversed. In dealing with the old 
customs officers, ’’a patriarchal body of veterans,” the narrator takes 
a curious pleasure in his position of power over them. This feeling 
of power is clearly related to his oppressive sense of his forefathers 
and the fact that he did not go to sea himself: 

It pained and at the same time amused me, to behold the terrors 
that attended my advent; to see a funowed cheek, weather-beaten 
by half a century of storms, turn ashy pale at the glance of so 
harmless an individual as myself; to detect, as one or another 
addressed me, the tremor of a voice, which, in long-past days, 
had been wont to bellow through a speaking trumpet, hoarsely 
. enough to frighten Boreas himself. 

The old men know that “they ought to have given place to younger 
men” and the narrator enjoys their sense of insecurity. He con¬ 
stantly views the old men humorously in the first part of this sec¬ 
tion and treats them in a patronizing manner. He describes them as 
loitering and sleeping about the place, making a great fuss over 
little matters and allowing significant ones to slip through their 
fingers. The old officers are presented comically because their physi¬ 
cal reality does not threaten the narrator. A reversal has taken place; 
the narrator feels himself “paternal and protective” in relation to 
these old men and compares their jollity to “the mirth of children.” 
The narrator’s treatment of the old men suggests a vicarious form 
of revenge for the sense of unworthiness evoked by his ancestors. 
His quasi-sadistic pleasure in the old men’s insecurity looks forward 
to Chillingworth’s prolonged torture of Dimmesdale. Both revenge 
their sense of personal failure by exercising arbitrary and capricious 
power over the lives of others. However, when the narrator singles 
out three of the officers to describe in detail, his tone again changes 
significantly. He is no longer concerned with making them look 
senile and chidish. Understood and within his control, they are 
restored and idealized as venerable figures. This heightens the 
importance of his control over them. 

My reading of this section of “The Custom-House” rejects 
entirely the conventional view that Hawthorne deliberately presents 
these three men as wearisome eccentrics and that he is particularly 
offended by the animality of the old Inspector. This latter view is 
based on the assumption that a “man of letters” would naturally be 
ofifended by grossness in human nature, but this k to ignore the text 
itself. The narrator certainly recognizes that the Inspector possesses 
nothing more than a few basic instincts, and that from one point of 
view he is a “shallow . . . nonentity ” But at the same time he mar- 
vels at “the rare perfection of his animal nature” and says he expe- 
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riences “an entire contentment with what I found in him/’ He 
admits that he used to watch and study the old Inspector with 
“livelier curiosity than any other form of humanity there presented 
to my notice/’ He seems to envy the old man’s spontaneity and 
easy acceptance of life. The Inspector is eighty years old and his 
three wives and twenty children are all dead, but he does, not 
sorrow over the loss of his family. His preoccupation with the past 
is limited simply to recollecting good meals he has eaten: 

It was marvellous to observe how the ghosts of bj^ne meals 
were continually rising up before him; not in anger or retri> 
button, but as if grateful for his former appreciation, and seek¬ 
ing to reduplicate an endless series of enjoyment, at once shadowy 
and sensual. 

One cannot help but contrast this to the narrator’s “ghosts.’’ The 
chief tragic event of the old Inspector’s life was a mishap with a cer- 
tain goose which proved tough. The narrator, however, finds the 
Inspector’s gourmandism “a highly agreeable trait’’: “. . . it always 
pleased and satisfied me to hear him expatiate on fish, poultry, and 
butcher’s meat. . . .’’ 

The portrait of the Collector—a former general in the War of 
1812—^is also idealized. In contrast to the animal vigor of the 
Inspector, the Collector’s calm demeanor is always suggestive of 
contemplation and inner serenity. He has been an efficient soldier, 
yet the narrator feels that there is no cruelty in his heart and is 
instead attracted to an innate kindness in him, suggested perhaps by 
the Collector’s feminine appreciation of flowers. Just as the Inspec¬ 
tor is unique for his animal spirits, so the Collector in his spiritual 
repose seems “remote’’ from the others. A third officer is singled out 
for the perspicacity of his intellect. He is described as “prompt, 
acute, clear-minded; with an eye that saw through all perplexities 
....’’ We are told that 'he stood as the ideal of his class.’’ This is 
further elaborated in terms similar to those used to describe the 
perfection of the Inspa:tor and the Collector: 

His integrity was perfect; it was a law of nature with him, 
rather than a choice or principle; nor can it be otherwise than 
the main condition of an intellect so remarkably clear and accurate 
as his, to be honest and regular in the administration of affiiirs. 
(my italics) 

In all three of these men the narrator perceives a natural harmony, 
and though he recognizes them as individually representing only 
“faculties” of human nature, he feels himself better “balanced” for 
knowing them. 

In the Custom-House sketch the narrator has idealized the quali¬ 
ties of these paternal figures, but in the romance these same quali- 
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ties reappear in the major characters as eccentricities, or as domi¬ 
nant traits which destroy the ideal balance of human nature. Out¬ 
side the restrictive Puritan community Hester is characterized by a 
natural, sensual vitality: “a rich, voluptuous. Oriental characteris¬ 
tic.*' She has deep black eyes, abundant glossy hair and a rich c(»n- 
plexion. Dimmesdale, like the Collector, is remote and contempla¬ 
tive "with a white, lofty and impending brow, large brown, mehn- 
choly eyes. . . ." And like the customs officer remarkable for his 
intellect, Chillingworth is a man of intellectual pursuits, a scholar 
and necromancer. But whereas the customs officers are remarkable 
for the natural perfection of their traits, the dominant feculties in 
the characters of the romance are distorted and perverted. Living in 
a Puritan community Hester's sensuality is the cause of her isola¬ 
tion and misery. Dimmesdale, in cultivating only the life of the 
s'pirit, represses his physical and emotional desires and ultimately 
destroys himself. And Chillingworth, unlike the customs officer of 
intellect who "waves an enchanter's wand" and makes "the incom¬ 
prehensible . .. clear as daylight," devotes his intellectual powers to 
chaotic and destructive en^. 

In this section then the narrator is given power over a group of 
old men, and this helps him overcome his feelings of inadequacy 
in relation to his ancestors. As paternal forces which have been mas¬ 
tered, the three customs officers are viewed positively, as idealized 
"types" of the sensual, spiritual and intellectual man respectively. 
They come together in the perception of the narrator who experi¬ 
ences a sense of balance or wholeness from knowing and mastering 
them. But then as his thoughts turn inevitably to literature and he 
thinks of himself again in terms of his true vocation as a writer, he 
reflects that these old men do not really know him for what he is. 
He realizes they are responding to him in terms of his public role as 
the surveyor, and as he sees through this comfortable illusion his 
sense of "balance" is lost. Now he seems to recognize that control 
over a few old men does not constitute a genuine proof of his abil¬ 
ity as a man, and he turns his troubled thoughts once again to 
b^ks, his real sphere of endeavor. Yet the integration of those domi¬ 
nant forces in human nature remains the ideal for which is striving, 
for only the whole or balanced man can relate meaningfully to the 
larger society. 

m 

In the third section of “The Custom-House" the narrator finally 
arrives at his professed purpose in the essay, which is to tell the 
reader how he came to write the romance. He approaches the sub¬ 
ject obliquely so that again we learn much about the emotional con¬ 
text surrounding the issue. A number of significant reflections 
occupy his mind. While working in the Custom-House the narrator 
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feels his imagination to be “suspended and inanimate/" but at the 
same time he feels he can revive it if he chooses. His occupation 
dulls his imagination, but to protect himself he does not look upon 
his position as permanent. A feeling of detachment is very impor> 
tant to him; he must yet remain free in order to explore further his 
own personal preoccupations. When he begins to look through the 
old documents on the second-story of the Custom-House, it is tidth 
a “saddened, weary, half-reluctant interest.’* The reluctance he 
feels about delving into the past suggests that he fears something 
lurking there. With the discovery of the cloth letter, he begins to 
focus on the idea of a meaning in the past; but it eludes analysis, 
and affects rather his “sensibilities.” \\^en he holds the letter to 
his breast, it becomes a physical sensation. This argues strongly that 
the meaning of the tale is not contained in a moral to be schema¬ 
tized allegorically—“be true”—, but that it has a deeper emotional 
import that even the narrator himself does not fully comprehend. 
This is also suggested by the strong sense of duty that the narrator 
feels toward Surveyor Pue (a personification of the past). He 
describes this obligation in curious father-son terms. He feels 
exhorted by Pue “on the sacred consideration of . . . jUid duty and 
reverence towards him’* (my italics) to bring the tale to the public. 
Significantly, our first hint of the story to be told is a glimpse of 
Hester Prynne as the Sister of Mercy, doing good deeds—an exten¬ 
sion of the motif of duty and reverence. 

With the manuscript at hand the narrator tries to write, but he 
finds the mundane atmosphere of the Custom-House inimical to his 
imagination. He finds moonlight an atmosphere conducive for writ¬ 
ing the romance, for there “a form beloved, but gone hence'* might 
appear. The suggestion again is that the world of the narrator*s 
imagination is peopled with family ghosts. He continues to express 
fears that he is losing his imagination by working in the Cus¬ 
tom-House; he feels he has ceased to be a writer of tales and instead 
has become a good surveyor. He finds it easy to relax and drift along 
with the customs work, leaning “on the mighty arm of the Repub¬ 
lic*’; but this natural inclination is challenged from time to time by 
his ambition as a writer and by his need to prove himself: “A dreary 
look-forward this, for a man who felt it to be the best definition of 
happiness to live throughout the whole range of his faculties and 
sensibilitiesl” He says that he is afraid he will become “such 
another animal as the old Inspector.” But the ambivalence of his 
feelings becomes clear when we remember the admiration that he 
expressed for the Inspector’s nature. 'The narrator’s dilemma here 
looks forward to Dimmesdale’s position wherein his conscious moral 
values are at war with his natural instincts towards Hester. Similarly 
the falseness of his position of power over the old men—they fear 
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and respect him only in tenns of his authority—is parallel to 
Dimmesdale's false position as the virtuous pastor in the Puritan 
community. 

Tlie tension grows for the narrator; he becomes **melancholy and 
restless." Then the shift of political power brings his dismissal from 
office and he is suddenly left free to write the romance. At first he 
reacts to the dismissal as if it were a death by execution. In The 
Scarlet Letter the only release for Dimmesdale is in his death. But 
the "decapitated" narrator lives on and his role then becomes com> 
parable to that of Hester’s. After his dismissal the narrator feels 
injured and overwhelmed by a sense of injustice. He observes wryly: 

. . . it is a strange experience, to a man of pride and sensibility, 
to know that his interests are within the control of individuals 
who neither love nor understand him, and by whom, since one 
or the other must needs happen, he would rattier be injured than 
obliged. 

This picture of a worthy individual unjustly treated by society is 
exactly the first glimpse we get of Hester. The narrator’s passive 
acceptance of the situation is closely akin to the dignity of Hester’s 
martyrdom; they have their source in the same complex of emo¬ 
tions. The narrator consoles himself that he is now free to devote 
his time to writing. Like Hester’s penance through good works, his 
work is described as "toil that would . .. still an unquiet impulse in 
me." As in Hester’s life-long martyrdom there is a quasi-masochistic 
pleasure in the narrator’s description of his work. He says of himself 
"that he was happier, while straying through the gloom of these 
sunless fantasies, than at any time since he had quitted the Old 
Manse.” 'The happiness here is related to the "aff^tion" he feels 
for joyless Salem (an "earthly paradise") and would seem to derive 
from a release of overpowering feelings of guilt through penance. 
The inadequacy and guilt that the narrator feels are being assuaged 
by his attempts to communicate through art. In the same way 
Hester is described as an artist, expressing herself by means of her 
needle. 

* • * 

V 

But the question must still be asked: in what ways does the identifi¬ 
cation of the narrator of The Scarlet Letter as the Surveyor of the 
Custom-House advance our understanding and appreciation of the 
book? Most obviously it explains the narrator’s reluctance to pass 
judgment on his characters. Seldom in the romance does the narra¬ 
tor view the characters allegorically (as manifesting traits which 
mark them as good or evil); rather it is the characters within the 
Puritan community itself, who view each other this way. For exam- 
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pie, it is through Hester's eyes that we are made to see Giilling- 
worth as a demonic character, and it is in the eyes of fhe Boston 
community at the end of the book that Hester herself assumes 
something of a saintly character. The narrator, who identifies with 
all three of his major characters, passes judgment only on the com¬ 
munity as a whole—on its prejudices and on its actions. This I 
would argue is where the real dialectic of the novel lies: not in the 
insoluble relationships of the characters to each other, but in the 
alienation from the community that they each experience. Here lies 
the "felt experience,” the motive force behind the book. For, those 
emotions which are central to the dilemma of each character are 
emotions which have been experienced first by the Surveyor of the 
Custom-House, and in each instance they had their source in the 
Surveyor's sense of isolation from the community. Thus at the root 
of Hester’s need to do penance is her experience of guilt and shame 
in the eyes of the people in Boston. Dimmesdale’s agony, though 
secret, also derives from his guilty inability to be an honest member 
of the community. And Chillingworth's desire for revenge, while 
occasioned by Hester's betrayal, is in fact the final gesture of a man 
whose life has been devoted to the lonely pursuit of knowledge. 

In Hawthorne criticism there has been considerable debate over 
the relationship of the characters in The Scarlet Letter. But if, in 
fact, the novel’s mode of subjectivity (the central consciousness) is 
shared by all three major characters, then it would never be possible 
to fully understand or explain the relationships of the characters to 
each other. Thus, while Hester at the beginning of the novel is 
clearly identified as the "heroine” and elicits our complete sympa¬ 
thy, further on in the book her nature may seem to change because 
we are now looking at the story from Dimmesdale’s or Chilling- 
worth’s perspective and Hester may be "felt” to be a corrupting 
force. In reverse fashion we may feel a measure of sympathy and 
understanding for Chillingworth who is otherwise a vengeful and 
negative figure. The narrator clearly identifies with Chillingworth as 
much as with the other two, for it is Chillingworth who is in con¬ 
trol of the situation (like the author) and who recognizes that it is 
all a "dark necessity” and "our fate.” There is no resolution possi¬ 
ble, save death, for the relationship which binds the three together 
because ultimately they are each locked within a dilemma which is 
self-engendered and self-perpetuating. Why do Hester and Arthur 
not leave Boston and its Puritan values which are destroying their 
lives? Why does Hester not reveal Chillingworth’s identity to Dim- 
mesdale and release the latter from the protracted torture he 
endures? Why does Hester come back to live out her life in Boston, 
the scene of her ignominy and shame? To ask these questions is 
futile because if the three characters are all projections of the nana- 
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tor (three facets of his dilemma of isolation) then a “realistic"’ rela> 
tionship among the three as separate entities is ultimately not possi¬ 
ble. If this analysis of the relationship of the sketch to the romance 
is correct, then we must finally view The Scarlet Letter not as a love 
story or historical romance, nor as a dramatization of a moral idea, 
but as a story about isolation whose cl^aracters are symbolic, dream¬ 
like projections of the author’s alienated state of mind. 


NINA BAYM 

• The Romantic Malgri Lui} 

Hawthorne in *‘The Custom-House” t 

The Scarlet Letter was partially written when Hawthorne com¬ 
posed “The Custom-House.”® Some biographers believe that, 
unable to rid his romance of its pervasive gloom, he composed the 
preface as a cheerful counterbalance; others see it as revenge on the 
political enemies who engineered his humiliating dismissal from the 
custom house. These views find the essay a tangential afterthought 
or corrective to The Scarlet Letter, as does the observation that 
Hawthorne expected “The Custom-House” to preface a collection 
of tales among which The Scarlet Letter was to be only one. 
Accordingly, the essay until recently was generally omitted from edi¬ 
tions of the romance and ignored in the criticism. Yet the circum¬ 
stances of its composition argue as strongly for its relatedness to 
The Scarlet Letter (written as it was in The Scarlet Letter's very 
midst) as they do for the reverse, and now criticism has begun to 
note parallel themes, symbols, and situations. Scholars have seen 
similarities in Hawthorne’s custom house experience to aspects of 
Hester’s, Dimmesdale’s, and Chillingworth’s histories; they have 
identified as a key connective scene the “discovery” of the scarlet 
letter in the custom house when Hawthorne puts it on his breast. 
But only a few quite recent articles have seen more than an inter- 


1. Despite himself. [Editor.] 

t From ESQ: A Journal of the Ameri¬ 
can Renaissance, 19 (1973), 14-25. 
Footnotes have been renumbered. 

2. William Cbarvat, in his introduction 
to the Centenary Edition of The Scarlet 
Letter, cites evidence to show that it 
was completed by IS January 18S0. be¬ 
fore the romance was finished (Colum¬ 
bus: Ohio State Univ. Press, 1962), 
pp. xxi-xxiii. In order to avoid ambigui¬ 


ties I shall, when speaking of The Scar¬ 
let Letter, always be referring to the 
romance alone, and not to the book 
which includes both the romance and 
"The Custom-House.” For the external 
circumstances surrounding Hawthorne’s 
tenure in the custom house, among 
which his poverty figures in a very real 
fashion, see Hubert H. Hoeitje, “The 
Writing of The Scarlet Letter," New 
England Quarterly, 27 (1954), 326-346. 
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mittent pertinence to the essay, or found it to be a coherent narra¬ 
tive in itself.8 

I propose, instead of asking how “TTie Custom-House” fits The 
Scarlet Letter, to observe rather how The Scarlet Letter fits “The 
Custom-House.” I also hope to demonstrate that it coheres as a nar¬ 
rative in its own right; the “discovery” is the turning point in a 
story that begins when Hawthorne leaves his idyllic existencd among 
the Transcendentalists, and culminates when he leaves the custom 
house and writes The Scarlet Letter. In this narrative, “Hawthorne” 
is the main character, for its source is an “autobiographical 
impulse” which he had felt^—or at least admitted to—only once 
before. Although “The Custom-House” was intended for a volume 
which would contain other tales besides The Scarlet Letter, this is 
the work which, represented by its symbol, stands for Hawthorne’s 
art, and it is to this work, accordingly, that “The Custom-House’’ is 
specifically directed. The sequence of events in the essay chronicles 
Hawthorne’s vain attempt to escape his destiny as a romancer, an 
attempt which culminates in his commitment—or recommitment 
—to this vocation about which he felt so ambivalently. 

The introduction is not, to be sure, a matter-of-fact, externally 
accurate autobiography; in the manner of a Transcendentalist jour¬ 
nal, the quotidian, the contingent, the economic have been 
expunged. It is a psychological autobiography, and since Hawthorne 
uses the methods of romance to project the drama of his inner life, 
it may perhaps most accurately be called an autobiographical 
romance. Within this romance. The Scarlet Letter figures both as 
an autobiographical event and as an example of Hawthorne’s art. 
The scarlet letter that Hawthorne puts to his breast symbolizes that 
romance and stands to Hawthorne in the same relation that the 
letter A, in the romance, stands to Hester. Like Hester’s letter, 
Hawthorne’s is the rebellious beautifying of a socially inadmissible, 
and therefore sinful, impulse. But Hester is forced to wear her letter 
by authorities whose judgment she cannot accept; Hawthorne, more 

3. See Larzer Ziff, “The Ethical Dimen- America (Middleton, Conn.: Weslwan 

sion of ‘The Custom House,’ ’’ Modern Univ. Press, 1969), pp. 98-102. Da- 

Language Notes, 73 (19S8), 338-344; vid Stouck. “The Surveyor of the 

Charles R. O’Donnell, “Hawthorne and Custom-House: A Narrator for The 

Dimmesdale: The Search for the Realm Scarlet Letter," Centennial Review, 15 

of Quiet,’’ Nineteenth-Century Fiction, (1971). 309-329, examines the essay 

14 (I960), 317-332; Sam S. Baskett, as an integral part of the novel. John 

"The (Complete) Scarlet Letter," Col- Paul Eakin, “Hawthorne’s Imarination 

lege English, 22 (1961), 321-328; and the Structure of ‘The Custom- 

Frank MeShane, “TTie House of the House,’ ’’ American Literature, 43 

Dead: Hawthorne’s Custom House and (1971), 346—358, considers it as a uni- 

The Scarlet Letter," New England Quar- fied essay-fiction. Eakin’s article, though 

terly, 35 (1962), 93-101; Marshall quite different in interpretive detail. 

Van Deusen, “Narrative Tone in ‘The takes much the same approach to “The 

Custom-House' and The Scarlet Letter," Custom-House’’ as dots the present 

Nineteenth-Century Fiction, 21 (1967), article. 

349-358; Joel Porte, The Romance in 
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complexly, feels that judgment but puts the letter on, out of an 
internal necessity, even so> 

In “iTie Custom-House” Hawthorne represents himself, by dint 
of much omission, as having returned to Salem and taken a position 
as a customs officer in response to psychological imperatives. The 
conflict that develops is, therefore, a psychological one, and it is 
symbolized by imagined events and figures—^Surveyor Pue, the Puri¬ 
tan ancestor, Hester, The retreat from the ground floor to the upper 
story of the custom house signifies Hawthorne's withdrawal from 
external reality into the private reality of his own mind. Surveyor 
Pue, the presiding genius of the upper story, represents a part of 
Hawthorne—the fancy or imagination—suppressed by life in the 
custom house, and his manuscript which Hawthorne elaborates into 
The Scarlet Letter with “nearly or altogether as much license as if 
the facts had been entirely of my own invention” represents the 
core fantasy from which the book derives. Placing the letter on his 
own breast, Hawthorne identifies himself with Hester. This scene, 
of course, is a “fiction.” Suiveyor Pue and the Puritan ancestor have 
been appropriated by the imagination and turned into denizens of 
Hawthorne’s mind, who.se qualities they embody. The mind is both 
the generator and subject of this episode, and, inevitably, romantic 
techniques are used to render it. 

On the other hand, for the events—or non-events—of the 
custom house day, Hawthorne uses the mode of surface representa¬ 
tion, or “realism”; for mental events, the technique is that of sym¬ 
bolic narrative. TTierc are, that is, two literary modes operating in 
the essay, each decorously matched to its subject matter. The shift 
in tone which-accompanies a shift from the inner to outer world 
helps to demarcate the mental life from the outside world which 
surrounds it. Though this outside world causes Hawthorne’s predic¬ 
ament, the story remains entirely an inner one. The fact that events 
of the imagination must be expressed through imaginary events does 
not, however, mean that they are “unreal.” On the contrary they 
are more real than anything that happens in the custom house, as 
Hawthorne is careful to show in the essay. So long, however, as the 
internal and external function side by side, the internal has a kind 
of dim insubstantiality that seems to invalidate it. But so soon as 
the pressure of the mundane is removed, the internal fantasy 
expands to fill all the available space, and in its completeness as 
well as its concentration creates a reality far more powerful than 
that of the quotidian. 

The Scarlet Letter is Hawthorne’s fantasy embodied in a fable 

4. For a full aualysis of Hester along Puritans, see my “Passion and Author- 
tbese lines, as well as a discussion of ity in The Scarlet Letter" New England 
Hawthorne’s characteristic uses of the Quarterly, 43 (1970), 206-230. 
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which, freed from the constraints of irrelevant contingency, makes 
its own world. This fantasy deals in part with Hawthorne's dilemma 
concerning the question of the force and value of the imagination. 
An important stage in his development as an artist is marked when 
he adopts Surveyor Pue, his "official ancestor," as his spiritual fore, 
father, thereby replacing—or displacing—"the figure of that first 
ancestor," the "bitter persecutor," who had been present to his boy- 
hood imagination as hv back as he could remember. The sense of 
that ancestor’s scorn and disapproval has borne heavily on his 
mental and emotional life, especially in regard to his feelings about 
authorship. Now, however, he accepts Surveyor Pue's injunction— 
"I charge you, in this matter of Old Mistress Prynne, give to your 
predecessor’s memory the credit which will be ri^tfully its due"— 
even though he realizes that to carry it out will set him irreversibly 
against his ancestor. 

This is so because, for one thing, the Puritan disapproves of art. 
"What is he? ... A writer of story-books! What kind of a business in 
life,—what mode of glorifying God, or being serviceable to man¬ 
kind in his day and generation,—may that be? Why, the degenerate 
fellow might as well have been a fiddler!” Moreover, the Puritan 
had been particularly characterized by "an incident of hard sever- 
ity” towards a Quaker woman, and Hawthorne’s book defending a 
woman condemned by the Puritans must necessarily be not merely 
an idle book, but an evil one, implicating its author in whatever 
judgment the Puritan passed on the woman.^ Hawthorne symbol¬ 
izes his awareness of this implication by the act of wearing her 
letter. 

The reader may well wonder how, given the connotations of guilt 
associated with the letter, as well as the notorious ambiguities of 
The Scarlet Letter and the critical controversy that surrounds its 
interpretation, it can be so categorically asserted that Hawthorne 
picks up his pen in Hester’s defense. Might he not, on the contrary, 
be defending the judgment of his ancestors? All interpretations of 
the book—^and they are numerous—^which see Hawthorne as con¬ 
demning her, do in effect identify Hawthorne with his Puritan fore¬ 
bears. But in “The Custom-House” Hawthorne openly condemns 
his ancestors for the act against the woman; he does not hesitate to 
consign them to hell for it. Further, he treats the letter and Hester 

5. The Quakers are represented by other form of defiance. Hester, of 

Hawthorne as being persecuted by the course, has no doctrinal preoccupations, 

Puritans for two reasons. First, they is not a religious woman, and is not 

adhere to the doctrine of the “inner given to verbalization of her feelings; 

light” which leads them to defy author- after her one great “sin,” she is a model 

ity and trust themselves. Second, and of self-restraint. Nevertheless, her whole 

not unrelatedly, they give unrestrained inner life exemplifies these Quaker 

expression to their feelings and emo- “sins,” as her speech in the forest scene 

tions; this, in an authoritarian society makes clear, 

that stresses rule and order, is just an* 
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vdth extreme disingenuousness, concealing and emphasizing in a 
manner that forces the reader to judge both favorably. The letter, 
for example, is described as “a certain afiFair of fine red cloth" 
wrought “with wonderful skill of needlework. ... It had been 
intended, there could be no doubt, as an ornamental article of 
dress." As for Hester, we are told that 

it had been her habit, from an almost immemorial date, to go 
about the country as a kind of volunta^ nurse, and doing what¬ 
ever miscellaneous good she might; taking upon herself, likewise, 
to give advice in all matters, especially those of the heart; by 
which means, as a person of sucn propensities inevitably must, 
she gained from many people the reverence due to an angel, but, 

J should imagine, was looked upon by others as an intruder and 
a nuisance. Prying further into the manuscript, I found the record 
of other doings and sufferings of this singular woman. 

Description of this sort, coupled with Surveyor Pue’s certainty 
that Hester’s story will bring him reflected glory, creates an image 
of Hester as an unambiguous heroine. This image precedes the read¬ 
er’s acquaintance with her. Even more deviously, Hawthorne pre¬ 
sents Hester in “The Custom-House” as an old woman (though not 
decrepit), and thus diverts us from the true or primary meaning of 
her scarlet letter. Many critics have pointed out that “Ad” rather 
than “A" is the sign the historical Puritans used to label adulteiy. 
Hawthorne simplified the symbol in order to permit multiple read¬ 
ings of it; in “llie Custom-House" the simplification serves the fur¬ 
ther purpose of keeping us ignorant of its meaning in the romance. 

Furthermore, “The Custom-House" has meanings of its own for 
the letter. Since the title of Hawthorne’s romance is The Scarlet 
Letter^ the letter symbolizes that tale, which in turn stands as a 
representative of Romantic art. (A number of critics have suggested 
that the letter means “art” in The Scarlet Letter.) As the “wrap¬ 
per" for the surveyor's manuscript, the letter conceptualizes art as a 
finished product, the form or container given to a fantasy—in this 
case a verbal form, since “A" is a letter. At the same time, the “A" 
is not only a letter but a “mystic symbol” which operates outside of 
the rational faculties, its meanings subtly communicated to the sen¬ 
sibilities but “evading the analysis of [the] mind." Yet again, the 
letter stands for an object in the real world which, for reasons not 
understood, acts like an electric charge upon the artist's imagina¬ 
tion. “I experienced a sensation not altogether physical, yet almost 
so, as of burning heat; and as if the letter were not of red cloth, but 
red-hot iron." Tliis sensation is not guilt alone, but also the terrify¬ 
ing excitement an artist feels when he finds his subject. Thus the 
letter stands all at once for art as inspiration, art as transcendental - 
symbol, and art as verbal construct or form. And beyond that, of 
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course, it stands for a range of ideas about art in its social context, 
including the idea of the artist as a branded man, and the idea that 
art when it is the expression of an artist’s private fantasies (as in 
Hawthorne’s case it must always be) represents an act of civil dis¬ 
obedience which will, if its nature is recognized, be condenjned by 
authority. 

The theme of the individual in conflict with authority runs obses¬ 
sively through all of Hawthorne’s long romances, and it is of great 
interest to find it here, in this essay which memorializes his commit¬ 
ment to romance, so firmly embedded in his own life. In “The Cus¬ 
tom-House,’’ as I have noted, the conflict is entirely within Haw¬ 
thorne’s mind, and the authority is therefore internalized authority, 
the conscience. The conflict is polarized between Surveyor Pue and 
“Uncle Sam,’’ that seemingly benevolent yet secretly castrating 
parent: 

While [the custom-house officer] leans on the mighty arm of the 
Republic, his own proper strength departs from him. He loses, 
in an extent proportioned to the weakness or force of his original 
nature, the capability of self-support. . , . Uncle Sam’s gold— 
meaning no disrespect to the worthy old gentleman—has, in this 
respect, a quality of enchantment like that of the Devil’s wages. 
Whoever touches it should look well to himself, or he may find 
the bargain go hard against him, involving, if not his soul, yet 
many of its better attributes; its sturdy force, its courage and con¬ 
stancy, its truth, its self-reliance, and all that gives the emphasis 
to manly character. 

TTie ejected officer, thrust out “to totter along the difficult footpath 
of life as best he may,’’ is one who “forever afterwards looks wist¬ 
fully about him in quest of support external to himself.” 'This lan¬ 
guage anticipates Dimmesdale, that apprehensive, tottering soul for 
whose peace the pressure of a faith would always be essential, “sup¬ 
porting while it confined him within its iron framework.” 

Uncle Sam,- the “worthy old gentleman,” and Surveyor Pue with 
his “wig of majestic frizzle” are both handled somewhat in the comic 
mode; in The Scarlet Letter all the symbols of the conflict in the 
custom house are transformed, under the power of the Romantic 
imagination, into symbols of great seriousness and intensity. The 
Surveyor is replaced by Hester, Uncle Sam by the Puritan magis¬ 
trates. 'The custom house, representing incarceration in the forms of 
a commercial democracy, becomes the prison house from which 
Hester (like Hawthorne only a few pages before her) issues with 
the letter on her breast. And, finally, Hawthorne’s place is taken by 
Dimmesdale, caught like him in a conflict between social norms 
and imperatives on the one hand, private fulfillment and desires on 
the other. Like Dimmesdale, Hawthorne aspires for the approval of. 
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and even membership in, the establishment. “It has been as dear an 
object as any, in my literary eflForts, to be of some importance in 
[my good townspeople's] eyes, and to win myself a pleasant 
memory in this abode and burial-place of so many of my forefath¬ 
ers.” Moreover, like Dimmesdale, he seems really to have wanted to 
produce works of moral edification, to be, if not quite a holy man, 
at least a sage. In his preface to Mosses from an Old Manse, the 
first autobiographical excursion, he had written: 

Nor, in truth, had the Old Manse ever been profaned by a lay 
occupant until that memorable summer afternoon when I entered 
it as my home. A priest had built it; a priest had succeeded to it; 
other priestly men from time to time had dwelt in it; and children 
bom in its cnambers had grown up to assume the priestly charac¬ 
ter. ... 1 took shame to myself for having been so long a writer 
pf idle stories, and ventured to hope that wisdom would descend 
upon me with the falling leaves or the avenue and that I should 
light upon an intellectual treasure in the Old Manse. ... Profound 
treatises on morality . . . views of religion; histories . . . ; in the 
humblest event, I resolved at least to achieve a novel that should 
evolve some deep lesson, and should possess physical substance 
enough to stand alone.* 

But such a “treasure of intellectual good” never came to light in 
the Old Manse. The impetus to dig and mine for it was lacking in 
the mood of Arcadian bliss Hawthorne felt in this “spot so shel¬ 
tered from the turmoil of life's ocean.” All he had to show when he 
left were “a few tales and essays, which had blossomed out like 
flowers in the calm summer of my heart and mind.” The combined 
influences of Nature and the Transcendentalists acted like a nar¬ 
cotic on Hawthorne’s spirit, and “three years hastened away with a 
noiseless flight, as the breezy sunshine chases the cloud shadows 
across the depths of a still valley.” Hawthorne concludes “The Old 
Manse” with mention of his impending transference into the 
custom house; he contemplates this “strange vicissitude” with a 
mixture of regret and anticipation. In this new life he may achieve 
those things that he left undone in the drowsy atmosphere of Con¬ 
cord. TTiis mood continues into “The Custom-House.” 

After my fellowship of toil and impracticable schemes, with the 
dreamy brethren of Brook Farm; after living for three years within 
the subtile influence of an intellect like Emerson’s; after those 
wild, free days on the Assabeth, indulging fantastic speculations 
beside our fire of fallen boughs, with Ellery Channing; after talk- 

6. “The Old Manse,” in Mosses from novel at the bottom and omits the ro¬ 
an Old Manse (1846), many times re- mance altogether indicates Hawthorne’s 
printed, and frequently anthologized dilemma as a romancer very fully, and 
separately. The ranking of literary foreshadows the conflict that comes to 
works in a moral order which places the a head in “The Custom-House.” 
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ing with Thoreau about pine-trees and Indian relics, in his 
hermitage at Walden; ... it was time, at length, that I should 
exercise other faculties of my nature, and nourish myself with 
food for which I had hitherto had little appetite. Even the Old 
Inspector was desirable, as a change of diet, to a man who had 
known Alcott. 

If one may continue Hawthorne's food metaphor, he imagines that 
life in the custom house will supplement an ambrosial diet with the 
hearty fare of the everyday; if there is no nature, no literature, and 
no intellect in the stew, there is plenty of the meat and potatoes of 
mundane materiality, and “human nature” in abundance.'^ 
Although Hawthorne resigns himself at first (until he discovers a 
subject) to giving up authorship for the duration,^ he seems to 
have expected that he might gather there substance for a novel— 
which he still thought of as a better or at any rate as a more 
respectable literary product than a romance and continued to hope 
might be possible for him to write. 


7. Human nature seems to mean ex¬ 
ternal eccentricity—human nature in a 
crudely Dickensian sense Dickens would 
unavoidably be much in Hawthorne's 
mind when he talked about the novel. 

8. Hawthorne's ambivalences about 
what he was doing in the custom house 


lead to contradictory statements about 
how long he hopes or fears he will be 
there He fears he will grow grey at his 
post but also never doubts that his. 
custom-house existence will be transi¬ 
tory. 



Modern Criticism 


HENRY JAMES 

[Densely Dark, with a Spot of Vivid Colour] f 

* * * The Scarlet Letter contains littie enough of gaiety or of 
hopefulness. It is densely dark, with a single spot of vivid colour in 
it; and it will probably long remain the most consistently gloomy 
of English novels of the first order. But 1 just now called it the 
author’s masterpiece, and I imagine it will continue to be, for other 
generations than ours, his most substantial title to fame. The sub¬ 
ject had probably lain a long time in his mind, as his subjects were 
apt to do; so that he appears completely to possess it, to know it 
and feel it. It is simpler and more complete than his other novels; 
it achieves more perfectly what it attempts, and it has about it that 
charm, very hard to express, which we find in an artist’s work the 
first time he has touched his highest mark—a sort of straightness 
and naturalness of execution, an unconsciousness of his public, and 
freshness of interest in his theme. It was a great success, and he 
immediately found himself famous. * * * Hawthorne himself was 
very modest about it; he wrote to his publisher, when there was a 
question of his undertaking another novel, that what had given 
die history of Hester Prynne its ’’vogue” was simply the introductory 
chapter. In fact, the publication of The Scarlet Letter was in the 
United States a literary event of the first importance. 'The book was 
the finest piece of imaginative writing yet put forth in the country. 
There was a consciousness of this in the welcome that was given 
it —e satisfaction in the idea of America having produced a novel 
that belonged to literature, and to the forefront of it. Something 
might at last be sent to Europe as exquisite in quality as anything 
that had been received, and the best of it was that the thing was 
absolutely American; it belonged to the soil, to the air; it came out 
of the very heart of New England. , 

It is b^utiful, admirable, extraordinary; it has in the highest 
degree that merit which I have spoken of as the mark of Haw¬ 
thorne’s best things—an indefinable purity and lightness of concep- 

t From Hawthorne (London, 1879), n>. 87-92. 
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tion, a quality which in a work of art affects one in the same way 
as the absence of grossness does in a human being. His fancy, as I 
just now said, had evidently brooded over the subject for a long 
time; the situation to be represented had disclosed itself to him in 
all its phases. When I say in all its phases, the sentence demands 
modification; for it is to be remembered that if Hawthorne laid 
his hand upon the well-worn theme, upon the familiar combipation 
of the wife, the lover, and the husband, it was, after all, but to one 
period of the history of these three persons that he attached him> 
self. The situation is the situation after the woman's fault has been 
committed, and the current of expiation and repentance has set in. 
In spite of the rdation between Hester Prynne and Arthur Dimmes- 
dale, no story of love was surely ever less of a “love-story.” To Haw¬ 
thorne’s imagination the fact that these two persons had loved 
each other too well was of an interest comparatively vulgar; what 
appealed to him was the idea of their moral situation in the long 
years that were to follow. The story, indeed, is in a secondary degree 
that of Hester Prynne; she becomes, really, after the first scene, an 
accessory figure; it is not upon her the denouement depends. It is 
upon her guilty lover that the author projects most frequently the 
cold, thin rays of his fitfully-moving lantern, which makes here and 
there a little luminous circle, on the edge of which hovers the livid 
and sinister figure of the injured and retributive husband. The story 
goes on, for the most part, between the lover and the husband— 
the tormented young Puritan minister, who carries the secret of 
his own lapse from pastoral purity locked up beneath an exterior that 
commends itself to the reverence of his flock, while he sees the 
softer partner of his guilt standing in the full glare of exposure and 
humbling herself to the misery of atonement—between this more 
wretched and pitiable culprit, to whom dishonour would come as 
a comfort and the pillory as a relief, and the older, keener, wiser 
man, who, to obtain satisfaction for the wrong he has suffered, 
devises the infernally ingenious plan of conjoining himself with his 
wronger, living with him, living upon him; and while he pretends 
to minister to his hidden ailment and to sympathise with his pain, 
revels in his unsuspected knowledge of these things, and stimulates 
them by malignant arts. The attitude of Roger Chillingworth, and 
the means he takes to compensate himself—^these are the highly 
original elements in the situation that Hawthorne so ingeniously 
treats. None of his works are so impregnated with that after-sense 
of the old Puritan consciousness of life to which allusion has so 
often been made. If, as M. Mont^gut^ says, the qualities of his an- 

1. Emile Montigut (182S-9S), an in- “A Social Novelist in America,” pub- 
fluential French critic; James is refer- lished in the Revue des Deux Mondes 
ring to Mont^gut's essay on Hawthorne, (December 1, 1852). [Editor.'i 
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cestors filtered down through generations into hb composition. The 
Scarlet Letter was, as it were, tiie vessel that gathered up the last 
of the precious drops. And I say this not because the story happens 
to be of so-called historical cast, to be told of the early days of 
Massachusetts, and of people in steeple-crowned hats and sad- 
coloured garments. The historical colouring is rather weak dian 
otherwise; there is little elaboration of detail, of the modem realism 
of research; and the author has made no great point of causing his 
figures to speak the English of their period. Nevertheless, the book 
is full of the moral presence of the race that invented Hester's 
penance—diluted and complicated with other things, but still per- 
fectly recognisable. Puritanism, in a word, is there, not only ob¬ 
jectively, as Hawthorne tried to place it there, but subjectively as 
well. Not, I mean, in his judgment of his characters in any harsh¬ 
ness of prejudice, or in the obtrusion of a moral lesson; but in the 
very quality of his own vision, in the tone of the picture, in a cer¬ 
tain coldness and exclusiveness of treatment. 

The faults of the book are, to my sense, a want of reality and 
an abuse of the fanciful element—of a certain superficial symbolism. 
The people strike me not as characters, but as representatives, very 
picturesquely arranged, of a single state of mind; and the interest 
of the story lies, not in them, but in the situation, which is in¬ 
sistently kept before us, with littie progression, though with a great 
deal, as 1 have said, of a certain stable variation; and to which they, 
out of their reality, contribute little tiiat helps it to live and 
move. * ♦ * 

In The Scarlet Letter there is a great deal of symbolism; there 
is, 1 think, too much. It is overdone at times, and becomes me¬ 
chanical; it ceases to be impressive, and grazes triviality. The idea of 
the mystic A which the young minister finds imprinted upon his 
breast and eating into his flesh, in sympathy with the embroidered 
badge that Hester is condemned to wear, appears to me to be a 
case in point. This suggestion should, 1 thinlC have been just made 
and dropped; to insist upon it and return to it, is to exaggerate the 
weak side of the subject. Hawthorne returns to it constanUy, plays 
with it, and ^ms charmed by it; until at last the reader feels 
tempted to declare that his enjoyment of it is puerile. In the ad¬ 
mirable scene, so superbly conceived and beautifully executed, in 
which Mr. Dimmesdale, in the stillness of the night, in the middle 
of the sleeping town, feels impelled to go and stand upon the 
scaffold where his mistress had formerly enacted her dreadful pen¬ 
ance, and then, seeing Hester pass along the street, from watching 
at a sick-bed, with littie Pearl at her side, calls them both to come 
and stand there beside him—^in this masterly episode the effect is 
almost spoiled by the introduction of one of these superficial con- 
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cdts. What leads up to it is very fine—so fine that I cannot do 
better than quote it as a specimen of one of the striking pages df 
the book. 

''But before Mr. Dimmesdale had done speaking, a light gleamed 
far and wide over all the muffled sky. It was doubtless caused by 
one of those meteors which the night-watcher may so often observe 
burning out to waste in the vacant regions of the atmosphere. So 
powerful with its radiance that it thoroughly illuminated the 
dense medium of cloud betwixt the sky and earth. The great vault 
brightened, like the dome of an immense lamp. It showed the 
familiar scene of the street with the distinctness of mid-day, but 
also with the awfulness that is always imparted to familiar objects 
by an unaccustomed light. The wooden houses, with their jutting 
stories and quaint gablepeaks; the doorsteps and thresholds, with 
the early etass sponging up about them; the garden-plots, black 
with freshly-turned earth; the wheel-track, little worn, and, even 
in the market-place, margined with green on either side;—all 
were visible, but with a singularity of aspect that seemed to give 
another moral interpretation to the things of this world than 
they had ever borne before. And there stood the minister, with 
his hand over his heart; and Hester Piynne, with the embroidered 
letter glimmering on her bosom; and little Pearl, herself a symbol, 
and the connecting link between these two. They stood in the 
noon of that strange and solemn splendour, as if it were the li^t 
that is to reveal all secrets, and the daybreak that shall unite 
all that belong to one another.” 

That is imaginative, impressive, poetic; but when, almost imme¬ 
diately afterwards, the author goes on to say that "the minister 
looking upward to the zenith, beheld there the appearance of an 
immense letter—the letter A—^marked out. in lines of dull red 
light,” we feel that he goes too far, and is in danger of crossing the 
line that separates the sublime from its intimate neighbour. We 
are tempted to say that this is not moral tragedy, but physical 
comedy. In the same way, too much is made of the intimation 
that Hester’s badge had a scorching property, and that if one 
touched it one would immediately withdraw one’s hand. Hawthorne 
is perpetually looking for images which shall place themselves in 
picturesque correspondence with the spiritual facts with which he 
is concerned, and of course the search is of the very essence of 
poetry. But in such a process discreticm is everything, and when 
the image becomes importunate it is in danger of seeming to stand 
for nothing more serious than itself. When Hester meets the 
minister by appointment in the forest, and sits talking witii him 
while little Pearl wanders away and plays by the edge of the brook, 
the child is represented as at l^t making her way over to the other 
side of the woodland stream, and disporting herself there in a 
manner which makes her mother feel herself, "in some indistinct 
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and tantalising manner, estranged from Pearl; as if the child, in her 
lonely ramble through the forest, had strayed out of the sphere in 
which she and her mother dwelt together, and was now vainly 
seeking to return to it/' And Hawthorne devotes a chapter to this 
idea of the child’s having, by putting the brook between Hester 
and herself, established a kind of spiritual gulf, on the verge of 
which her little fantastic person innocently mocks at her mother's 
sense of bereavement. This conception Xiongs, one would say, 
quite to the lighter order of a story-teller’s devices, and the reader 
hardly goes with Hawthorne in the large development he gives to 
it. He hardly goes with him either, I think, in his extreme predi¬ 
lection for a small number of vague ideas which are represented by 
such terms as "sphere” and "sympathies.” Hawthorne makes too 
liberal a use of these two substantives; it is the solitary defect of his 
style; and it counts as a defect partly because the words in question 
are a sort of specialty with certain writers immeasurably inferior 
to himself. 

I had not meant, however, to expatiate upon his defects, which 
are of the slenderest and most venial kind. The Scarlet Letter has 
the beauty and harmony of all original and complete conceptions, 
and its weaker spots, whatever they are, are not of its essence; they 
are mere light flaws and inequalities of surface. One can often return 
to it; it supports familiarity, and has the inexhaustible charm and 
mystery of great works of art. ♦ * • 


W. C. BROWNELL 
[This New England Faust] t 

The Scarlet Letter is not merely a masterpiece, it is a unique 
book. It does not belong in the populous category with which its 
title superflcially associates it, and the way in which Hawthorne 
lifts it out of this and—without losing his hold of a theme that 
from the beginnings of literature has, in the work of the greatest 
masters as well as in that of the most sordid practitioners, demon¬ 
strated its vitality and significance—^nevertheless, conducts its de¬ 
velopment in a perfectly original way, is indisputable witness of 
the imaginative power he possessed but so rarely exercised. So multi- 
fiuriously has the general theme that the scarlet letter symbolizes 
been treated in all literature and by all "schools” from the earliest to 
the latest, that however its inexhaustibility may be thus attested— 
an inexhaustibility paralleled by that of the perennial instinct with 

t Tbif adectloB, orifbially titled "Hair- Btowndl. (New York: OisrleB Scrlb- 
ihonM*. The Scsriet Letter," is rqirinted aet*s Sons, 1909), pp. 96-103. 
from, AmiHem ¥r»$» Masters by W. C. 
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which it deals—any further treatment of it must forego, one would 
have said, the element of novelty, at least. Hawthorne’s genius is 
thus to be credited even in this respect with a remarkable triumph. 
But that it should not only have thus won a triumph of originality 
by eluding instead of conquering the banality of the theme—by tak¬ 
ing it in a wholly novel way, that is to say—^but have product, in 
its new departure, a masterpiece of beauty and power, is an ac¬ 
complishment of accumulate distinction. The Scarlet Letter, in 
shor^ is not only an original work in a field where originality is the 
next thing to a miracle, but a work whose originality is in no wise 
more marked than its intrinsic substance. 

It is not a story of adultery. The word does not, 1 think, occur in 
the book—a circumstance in itself typifying the detachment of the 
conception and the delicate art of its execution. But in spite of its 
detachment and delicacy, the inherent energy of the theme takes, 
possession of the author’s imagination and warms it into exalted 
exercise, making it in consequence at once the most real and the 
most imaginative of his works. It is essentially a story neither of the 
sin nor of the situation of illicit love—presents neither its psy¬ 
chology nor its social effects; neither excuses nor condemns nor 
even depicts, from this specific point of view. The love of Hester 
and Dimmesdale is a postulate, not a presentment. Incidentally, of 
course, the sin colors the narrative, and the situation is its particular 
result. But, essentially, the book is a story of concealment. Its psy¬ 
chology is that of the concealment of sin amid circumstances that 
make a sin iff concealment itself. The sin itself might, one may al¬ 
most say, be almost any other. And this constitutes no small part of 
the book’s formal originality. To fail to perceive this is quite to mis¬ 
conceive it. As a story of illicit love its omissions are too great, its 
significance is not definite enough, its detail has not enough rich¬ 
ness; the successive scenes of which it is composed have not an 
effective enough cohesion. From this point of view, but for the 
sacred profession of the minister and the conduct this imposes, it 
would be neither moving nor profound. Its moral would not be 
convincing. Above all, Chillingworth is a mistake, or at most a 
wasted opportunity. For he is specialized into a mere function of 
malignity, and withdrawn from the reader’s sympathies, whereas 
what completes, if it does not constitute, the tragedy of adultery, 
is the sharing by the innocent of the punishment of the guilty. This 
inheroit element of the situation, absolutely necessary to a com¬ 
plete presentment of it, the crumbling of the innocent person’s in¬ 
ner existence, is absolutely neglected in **The Scarlet Letter,” and 
the dement of a malevolent persecution of the culpable substituted 
for it. The iimocent person thereby becomes, as I have already said, 
a device, and though in this way Hawthorne is enabled to vivify 
the eff^ of remorse upon the minister by personifying its furies, in 
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this way, too, he sacrifices at once the ccnnpleteness of his picture 
and its depth of truth by disregarding one of its most important 
elements. 

He atones for this by concentration on the culpable. It is thm 
psycholc^ alone that he exhibits. And though in this way he has 
necessarily failed to write the chef-^oeuvre ^ the general subject 
that in the &dd of art has been dassic since monogamy established 
itsdf in sodety, he has produced a perfect masterpiece in the more 
detached and withdrawn sphere more in harmony with his genius. 
In narrowing his mnge and observing its limits he has perhaps even 
increased the poignancy of his effect. And his effect is poignant and 
true as reality itsdf. In confining himself to the concealment of sin 
rather than depicting its phenomena and its results, he has indeed 
brought out, as has never been done dsewhere, tfie importance of 
diis fatal increment of falsity among the factors of the whole chaotic 
and unstable moral equilibrium. Concealment in The Scarlet Letter, 
to be sure, is painted in very dark colors. In similar cases it may be a 
duty, and is, at all events, the mere working of a natural instind—at 
worst a choice of the lesser evil. But surdy there is no exaggeration 
or essential loss of truth in the suggestion of its potentialities for 
torture conveyed by the agony of the preacher's double life. It is 
true his concealment condemned another to solitary obloquy. But if 
that be untypically infrequent and also not inherent in the situation 
as such, it is fairly counterbalanced by consolatory thought of the 
exceptional havoc confession would have wrought in his case. That 
is to say, if his remorse is exceptionally acute it is also exceptionally 
alleviated. On the whole the potential torture of remorse for a life 
that is flagrantly an acted lie is not misrepresented, either in truth or 
art, by the fate of Dimmesdale, though it is treated in the height* 
ened way appropriate to the typical. * * * 


F. O. MATTHIESSEN 
[From Allegory to Symbolism]! 


No art that sprang from American roots in this period could fail 
to show the marks of abstraction. ♦ * * The tendency of American 
idealism to see a spiritual significance in every natural fact was far 
more broadly diffused than transcendentalism. Loosely Platonic, it 
came specifically from the commoii background that lay behind 
Emerson and Hawthorne, from the Christian habit of mind that saw 

t Ffom Americm Rei$«i»tmee: Art arid York: Oxford University Picss, 1941), 
Et^estiom in the Am «/ Bmartam and pp. 242-42. Footnotes have been re- 
WtUmam, by F. O. MnttUeieen. (Neir numboed. 
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the hand of God in aH manifestations of life, and which, in the 
intensity of the New England seventeenth century, had gone to the 
extreme of finding “remarkable providences” even in the smallest 
phenomena, tokens of divine displeasure in every capsized dory or 
runaway cow. 

Hawthorne was never inclined to the metaphysical speculafion 
that absorbed Melville in his efforts to express the human tragedy 
involved in the doctrine of “innate depravity” that he had inherited 
from his Presbyterian youth. Nevertheless, Hawthorne could not 
help being interested in ideas, if only on the level of meditation. 
He typified the process from which his art arose by describing what 
he found in the symbolical letter A. His attention had first fixed 
upon its possibilities when giving an account of various punish¬ 
ments inflicted in “Endicott and the Red Cross” (1837). But a 
dozen years later when he purported to have found an actual letter 
of scarlet cloth among some old documents in the custom-house, 
his imagination pressed further: “Certainly, there was some deep 
meaning in it, most worthy of interpretation, and which, as it were, 
streamed forth from the mystic symbol, subtly communicating itself 
to my sensibilities, but evading the analysis of my mind.” 

With all the forces conditioning his art that we have noted— 
the scantiness of material and atmosphere, his lack of plastic ex¬ 
perience, his steady moral preoccupation—it is no wonder that the 
favorites of his childhood, Spenser and Bunyan,^ rose again to the 
surface when he began to write, and helped determine his bias to 
allegory. In working out his allegorical patterns, he seems some¬ 
times to have started from a physical object, the minister’s black 
veil, the Faun of Praxiteles, and to have worried it for implications. 
On the other hand, he could also start with noting an idea— “The 
Unpardonable Sin might consist in a want of love and reverence 
for the Human Soul”—and then work up an embodiment to fit it. 
In either case the method could very readily lose proportion. His 
idea might be promising enough, as in several of the processional 
sketches, but then the illustrations it suggested to him could be as 
ingeniously trivial as the crowd of impossible guests, the Oldest 
Inhabitant, Monsieur On-Dit, the Clerk of the Weather, Nobody, 
who clutter the party of the Man of Fancy, and obscure the telling 
portrait of the Master Genius of the age.^ Or a^in, his idea might 

1 . Edmund Spenser’s Faerie Oti««ne destined to fulfil the ijfreat mission of 

(1590, 1596) and John Bunyan’s TAe creating an American literature, hewing 
Pilgrim’s Progress (1678, 1684) are it, as it were, out of the unwrought 
among the great allegorical works in granite of our intellectual quarries. 
English literature. [Editor.} From him, whether moulded in the 

2. Yet even here Melville was greatly form of an epic poem or assuming a 
stimulated by this description of “a guise altogether new as the spirit itself 
young man in poor attire, with no in- may determine, we are to receive our 
signia of rank or acknowledged emi- first great original work.” These 
nence,” who learned that the only way thoughts led directly into Melville’s 
to reach posterity “is to live truly and own hopes, and caused him to think 
wisely for your own age,” This is the that the sustained fancy of this sketch, 
man “for whom our country is looking “A Select Party,” was aiurpassed by 
anxiously into the mist of Time, as “nothing in Spenser.” 
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itself be hardly more than a nervous tic, some freakish notion that 
possessed him in his solitude: **To personify If—But—And— 
Though, etc.** To be sure, this proved too unsubstantial even for 
Hawthorne^ and got no further t^n his notebook, but some of the 
themes on which he spent his talents were hardly more rewarding, 
as when he determine **to make a story of all strange and im¬ 
possible things,—as the Salamander, the Phoenix,’* and the result 
was **A Virtuoso’s Collection," a prolonged enumeration of such 
oddities. 


Coleridge, as we might expect, distinguished the symbolical from 
the allegorical by calling it a part of some whole that it represents. 
All^ory **cannot be other than spoken consciously,** whereas in the 
symbol **it is very possible that the general truth represented may 
be working unconsciously in the writer's mind . . . The advantage 
of symbolical writing over allegory is, that it presumes no disjunc¬ 
tion of faculties, but simple predominance." lliis emphasis on how 
the imagination operates braeath conscious levels is apposite to 
Hawthorne's remark concerning the way that "the mystic symbol” 
of the scarlet letter had struck him, "communicating itself to my: 
sensibilities, but evading the analysis of my mind." 


The differentiation between symbolism and allegory, between 
Melville and Hawthorne at their most typical, is thus seen to be 
allied to Coleridge's fundamental distinction between imagination 
and fancy. Using some of Coleridge’s terms, it may be said that 
symbolism is esemplastic, since it shapes new wholes; whereas 
allegory deals with fixities and definites that it does not basically 
modify. As a result Moby-Dick is, in its main sweep, an example of 
the reconcilement of the general with the concrete, of the fusion 
of idea and image; whereas, even in The Scarlet Letter, the abstract^ 
the idea, is often of greater interest than its concrete expression. 


The Scarlet Letter 

Why Hawthorne came nearest to achieving that wholeness [of 
imaginative composition] in The Scarlet Letter may be accounted 
for in various ways. The grounds on which, according to Trollope,* 
its superiority was "plain to anyone who had himself been concerned 
in the writing of novels" were that here Hawthorne had developed 
his most coherent plot. Its symmetrical design is built around the 
three scenes on the scaffold of the pillory. There Hester endures her 

3. Anthony Trollope (181S-S2), the Genius of Nathaniel Hawthorne" 
English novelist, wrote a laudatory {Ifertk American Review, September 
essay on Hawthorne entitled "The 1879). [Editor.] 
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public shaming in the opening chapter. There, midway through the 
book, the minister, who has been driven almost crazy by his guilt but 
has lacked the resolution to confess it, ascends one midnight for self- 
torture, and is joined by Hester, on her way home from watching at 
a deathbed, and there they are overseen by Chillingworth. There, 
also, at the end, just after his own knowledge of suffering lias 
endowed his tongue with eloquence in his great election sermon, 
the exhausted and death-stricken Dimmesdale totters to confess his 
sin at last to the incredulous and only half-comprehending aowd, 
and to die in Hester's arms. 

Moreover, Hawthorne has also managed here his utmost ap¬ 
proach to the inseparability of elements that James insisted on 
when he said that ''character, in any sense in which we can get 
at it, is action, and action is plot.” Of his four romances, this one 
grows most organically out of the interactions between the char¬ 
acters, depends least on the backdrops of scenery that so often 
impede the action in The Marble Faun* Furthermore, his integrity 
of effect is due in part to the incisive contrasts among the human 
types he is presenting. Hie sin of Hester and the minister, a sin 
of passion not of principle, is not the worst in the world, as they 
are aware, even in the depths of their misery. She feels that what 
they did "had a consecration of its own”; he knows that at least 
they have never "violated, in cold blood, the sanctity of a human 
heart.” They are distinguished from the wronged husband in ac¬ 
cordance with the theological doctrine that excessive love for things 
which should take only a secondary place in the affections, though 
leading to the sin of lust, is less grave than love distorted, love 
turned from God and from his creatures, into self-consuming envy 
and vengeful pride. Hie courses that these three run are also in 
natural accord with their characters as worked upon by circum¬ 
stance. The physician’s native power in reading the human soul, 
when unsupported by any moral sympathies, leaves him open to 
degradation, step by step, from a man into a fiend. Dimmesdale, 
in his indecisive waverings, filled as he is with penance but no 
penitence, remains in touch with reality only in proportion to his 
anguish. The slower, richer movement of Hester is harder to char¬ 
acterize in a sentence. Even Chillingworth, who had married her 
as a young girl in the knowledge that she responded with no love 
for his old ana slightly deformed frame, even he, after all that 
has happened, can still almost pity her "for the good that has been 
wasted” in her nature. Her purgatorial course through the book 
is from desperate recklessness to a strong, placid acceptance of her 
suffering and retribution. 


4. HawUtome’t lut completed oovd (1860). [Editor.] 
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But beyond any interest in ordering of plot or in lucid discrimi¬ 
nation between characters, Hawthorne’s imaginative energy seems 
to have been called out to the full here by the continual corre¬ 
spondences that his theme allowed him to make between external 
events and inner significances. Once again his version of this tran¬ 
scendental habit took it straight back to the seventeenth century, 
and made it something more complex than the harmony between 
sunrise and a young poet’s soul. In the realm of natural phenomena, 
Hawthorne examin^ the older world’s common beli^ that great 
events were foreboded by supernatural omens, and remarked how 
**it was, indeed, a majestic idea, that the destiny of nations should 
be revealed, in these awful hiero^yphics, on the cope of heaven." 
But when Dimmesdale» in his vigil on the scafihild, beholds an 
immense dull red letter in the zenith, Hawthorne attributes it 
solely to his diseased imagination, which sees in everything his own 
morbid concerns. Hawthorne remarks that the strange light vns 
"doubtless caused" by a meteor "burning out to waste"; and yet he 
also allows the sexton to ask the minister the next morning if he 
had heard of the portent, which had been interpreted to stand for 
Angel, since Governor Winthrop had died during the night. 

Out of such variety of symbolical reference Hawthorne developed 
one of his most fertile resources, the device of multiple choice, which 
James was to carry so much further in his desire to present a sense 
of the intricacy of any situation for a perceptive being. One main 
source of Hawthorne’s method lay in these remarkable providences, 
which his imagination felt challenged to search for the amount of 
emblematic truth that might lie hidden among their superstitions. 
He spoke at one point in this story of how "individuals of wiser 
faith" in the colony, while recognizing God's Providence in human 
affairs, knew that it "promotes its purposes without aiming at fte 
stage-effect of what is called miraculous interposition." But he 
could not resist experimenting with this dramatic value, and his 
imagination had become so accustomed to the weirdly lighted world 
of Cotton Mather*’ that even the fanciful possibilities of the growth 
of the stigma on Dimmesdale did not strike him as grotesque. But 
when the minister "unbreasts" his guilt at last, the literal corre¬ 
spondence of that metaphor to a scarlet letter in his flesh, in strict 
accord with medieval and Spenserian personifications, is apt to 
strike us as a mechanical delimitation of what would otherwise have 
freer symbolical range. 

For Hawthorne its value consisted in the vapety of explanations 

5. Mather’s “weirdly lighted world” is stances of “a thousand preternatural 
most evident in his Waiters oj the things piappeningj every day before 
Invisible World (1693), a narrative of our eyes.” ISditor.] 
the Salem witchcraft period, full of in- 
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to which it gave rise. Some affinned that the minister had begun 
a course of self-mortification on the very day on which Hester 
Piynne had first been compelled to wear her ignominious badg^ 
and had thus inflicted this hideous scar. Others held that Roger 
Chillingworth, “being a potent necromancer, had caused it to zp- 
pear, through the agency of magic and poisonous drugs.” Still others, 
“those best able to appreciate the minister's peculiar sensibility, 
and the wonderful operation of his spirit upon the body,” whisper*^ 
that “the awful symbol was the effect of the ever-active tooth of 
remorse,” gnawing from his inmost heart outward. With that Haw¬ 
thorne leaves his reader to choose among these theories. He does 
not literally accept his own allegory, and yet he finds it symbolically 
valid because of its psychological exactitude. His most telling stroke 
comes when he adds that certain spectators of the whole scene 
denied that there was any mark whatever on Dimmesdale's breast. 
These witnesses were among the most respectable in the com¬ 
munity, including his fellow-ministers who were determined to de¬ 
fend his spotless character. These maintained also that his dying 
confession was to be taken only in its general significance, that he 
“had desired, by yielding up his breath in the arms of that fallen 
woman, to express to the world how utterly nugatory is the choicest 
of man's own righteousness.” But for this interpretation, so revela¬ 
tory of its influential proponents, Hawthorne leaves not one shred 
of evidence. 

It should not be thought that his deeply ingrained habit of 
apprehending truth through emblems needed any sign of miraculous 
intervention to set it into action. Another aspect of the intricate 
correspondences that absorbed him is provided by Pearl. She is 
worth dissecting as the purest type of Spenserian characterization, 
which starts with abstract qualities and hunts for their proper em¬ 
bodiment; worth murdering, most modem readers of fiction would 
hold, since the tedious reiteration of what she stands for betrays 
Hawthorne at his most barren. 

When Hester returned to the prison after standing her time on 
the scaffold, the infant she had clasped so tightly to her breast 
suddenly writhed in convulsions of pain, “a forcible type, in its 
little frame, of the moral agony” that its mother had borne through¬ 
out the day. As the story advances, Hawthorne sees in this child 
“the freedom of a broken law.” In the perverseness of some of her 
antics, in the heartless mockery that can shine from her bright black 
eyes, she sometimes seems to her harassed mother almost a witch- 
baby. But Hester clings to the hope that her girl has capacity for 
strong affection, which needs only to be awakened by sympathy; 
and when there is some talk by the authorities of taking the wilful 
child's rearing into their own hands, Hester also clings to her posses- 
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sion of it as both her torture and happiness, her blessing and retri¬ 
bution, the one thing that has kept W soul alive in its hours of 
desperation. 

Hawthorne’s range of intention in this characterization comes 
out most fully in the scene where Hester and the minister have 
met in the woods, and are alone for the first time after so many 
years. Her resolution to save him from Chillingworth’s spying, 
flight together back to England, now sweeps his undermined spirit 
before it. In their moment of reunion, the one moment of released 
passion in the book, the beauty that has been hidden behind the 
frozen mask of her isolation reasserts itself. She takes off the formal 
cap that has confined the dark radiance of her hair and lets it 
stream down on her shoulders; she impulsively unfastens the badge 
of her shame and throws it to the ground. At that moment the 
minister sees Pearl, who has been playing by the brook, returning 
along the other side of it. Picked out by a beam of sunlight, with 
some wild flowers in her hair, she reminds Hester of **one of the 
fairies, whom we left in our dear old England,” a sad reflection on 
the rich folklore that had been banished by the Puritans along 
with the maypoles. But as the two parents stand watching their 
child for the first time together, the graver thought comes to them 
that she is “the living hieroglyphic” of all they have sought to 
hide, of their inseparably intertwined fate. 

As Pearl sees 'her mother, she stops by a pool, and her reflected 
image seems to communicate to her something “of its own shadowy 
and intangible quality.” Confronted with this double vision, dis¬ 
severed from her by the brook, Hester feels, “in some indistinct and 
tantalizing manner,” suddenly estranged from the child, who now 
fixes her eyes on her mother’s breast. She refuses Hester’s bidding 
to come to her. Instead she points her finger, and stamps her foot, 
and becomes all at once a little demon of extravagant protest, all 
of whose wild gestures are redoubled at her feet. Hester understands 
what the matter is, that the child is outraged by the unaccustomed 
change in her appearance. So she wearily picks up the letter, which 
had fallen just short of the brook, and hides her luxuriant hair once 
more beneath her cap. At that Pearl is mollified and bounds across 
to them. During the weeks leading up to this scene, she had begun 
to show an increasing curiosity about the letter, and had tormented 
her mother with questions. Now she asks whether the minister will 
walk back with them, hand in hand, to the village, and when he 
declines, she flings away from his kiss, because he is not “bold” 
and “tme.” The question is increasingly raised for the reader, just 
how much of the situation this strange child understands. 

Thus, when the stiff layers of all^oty have been peeled away, 
even Hawthorne’s conception of Pearl is seen to be based on exact 
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psychological notation. She su^ests something of the terrifying 
pieoocify which Edwards’ acute dialectic of the feelings revealed 
in the ^ildren who came under his observation during the emo¬ 
tional strain of the Great Awakening.* She suggests^ even more 
directiy, James’ What Maisie Knew, though it is typical of the 
later writer's refinement of skill and sophistication that he would Set 
himself the complicated problem of having both parents divorced 
and married again^ of maldng the child the innocent meeting ground 
for a liaison between the step-parents, and of confining his report 
on the situation entirely to what could be glimpsed through the 
child's inscrutable eyes. 


JOHN C. GERBER 
Form and Content in The Scarlet Letterf 


Form in The Scarlet Letter rises out of a basic division of the 
whole into four parts, each of which gains its distinctiveness from 
the character that precipitates or is responsible for the action that 
takes place within its limits. Furthermore, the order of the parts is 
determined by the desires and capabilities of the characters. Thus 
the community, aside from the four main characters, is responsible 
for the action in the first part (Chapter I-VIII); Chillingworth for 
that in the second (XI-XII); Hester for that in the third (XIII- 
XX); and Dimmesdale for that in the fourth (XXI-XXIV). With- 
in each part, moreover, there is a noticeable division between cause 
and effect, between material dealing primarily with the activating 
agent and material dealing primarily with the person or persons 
acted upon. • * ♦ 

It is not surprising that Hawthorne should have the community 
directing events as the story opens. Indeed, once he has selected his 
main characters he can do little else, since none of them can logi¬ 
cally create the social situation which is the necessary antecedent to 

6. The “Great Awakening” is the name conduct of a converted four-year-old 
given to a period of tremendous religious girl. [Editor.\ 

enthusiasm begun by Jonathan Edwards t From The New England Quarterly, 

(1703-S8) in 1754; his Narrative of 11 (1944), 2S-SS. Footnotes have been 

Surprising Conversions <1736, 1737) omitted, 
includes an account of the astonishing 
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the spiritual complication. Hester is indifferent to what die people 
think of her baby, Dimmesdale is afraid of what they think, and 
Chillingworth is too recent a newcomer to afl^t their thought. 
Hence, in no case can a social situation be forced unless the com¬ 
munity forces it. When the story opens, therefore, the people of the 
town of Boston are the logical and necessary activators, and they 
remain such throughout the first eight chapters of the book. 

It is not entirely proper, however, to conceive of the community 
during this time as directly forcing the main characters into further 
sin. It does force isolation upon Hester. Otherwise, its function is to 
place the characters into such juxtaposition that new choices 
between good and evil must be made by each of them. If in every 
case the character chooses evil, the town can hardly be blamed 
except as an accessory before the fact. The rich irony of the situa¬ 
tion is that the community while in the very act of abetting the 
spread of sin is complacently certain that it is stemming it. 

Specifically, Boston places Hester upon the scaffold where she is 
seen and recognized by Chillingworth; it compels Dimmesdale to 
speak about Hester before the entire town, thereby forcing the issue 
of confession; it throws Hester and Chillingworth together in 
prison, where Chillingworth, because of his wife’s distraught condi¬ 
tion, is able to extract a vow to conceal his identity; it requires 
Hester to wear the scarlet letter; and through a threat against Pearl 
it brings the main characters together in a scene at the Governor’s 
hall in which Dimmesdale unwittingly betrays his feelings to Chil¬ 
lingworth. ♦ * ♦ 

The transition from the first to the second part of The Scarlet 
Letter is so sound in motivation and so subtle in presentation that 
the reader is likely to be unaware until pages later that a fundamen¬ 
tal break in the book has been passed. It occurs in this way. At the 
conclusion of Chapter VIII, the Reverend Mr. Wilson, as spokes¬ 
man for the community, closes the case of Boston versus the 
unknown lover of Hester Prynne. In turning down Chillingworth’s 
request for further investigation he says: 

”Nay; it would be sinful, in such a question, to follow the clew 
of profane philosophy. Better to fast and pr^ upon it; and still 
better, it may be, to leave the mwtery as we find it, unless Provi¬ 
dence reveal it of its own accord. Thereby, every good Christian 
man hath a title to show a father’s kindness towards the poor, 
deserted babe.” 

It is abundantly clear, however, that so charitable a disposition of 
the case is not acceptable to Chillingworth. Not only has he vowed 
to discover the identity of Hester’s lover, but already his mind has 
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been kindled by the possibilities of philosopher's research” into 
the mystery. Confronted with this double urge to investigation on 
the one hand and the community’s withdrawal from the case on the 
other, the old doctor is placed in a position where he must force the 
action or give up all but the slenderest hope of revenge. By this 
time, however, the reader knows enough about Chillingworth to 
realize that the second alternative is for him not really an altenia. 
tive at all. The reader, therefore, is not at all surprised that in 
Chapter IX the responsibility for the main action of the story shifts 
from the community to him. 

The happenings which Chillingworth precipitates in this second 
part of the book can be quickly summarized. At first by frequent 
consultations and then by effecting an arrangement whereby he can 
live in the same house with Dimmesdale, the physician succeeds in 
becoming a daily and often hourly irritant to Dimmesdale’s already 
sensitive conscience. Cautiously but surely, he succeeds in wearing 
down the young minister’s defenses until in desperation Dimmes¬ 
dale resorts to flagellation, fasts, and long vigils to ease the increas¬ 
ing torture. Generally, this section is a study of psychological cause 
and effect, with the victim frantically but ineffectively trying to deal 
with the effects rather than eliminating the cause. More particu¬ 
larly, it is a rich study in guilt and isolation. Before it is over, Chil¬ 
lingworth forces Dimmesdale into so deep a consciousness of sin 
that to the distracted minister it seems as if all the bonds which 
have held him to the forces for right have frayed beyond repair. But 
in so doing Chillingworth breaks all his own connections with what 
[Newton] Arvin calls “the redemptive force of normal human 
relations,” and substitutes for them an ineluctable union with evil. 

* * <c 

The depths into which Dimmesdale has been thrust by Chilling¬ 
worth are best demonstrated in the final chapter of this section, the 
midnight vigil scene on the scaffold. Here, Hawthorne makes it plain 
that the minister is not only incapable of changing his sinful course 
by the action of his own will but has been so weakened that he is 
incapable of right action even when assistance is offered by outside 
agents. The vigil itself is another of Dimmesdale’s attempts at 
penance. There might, he feels, be a moment’s peace in it. Once on 
the scaffold, the realization of his isolation sweeps across him, and 
he involuntarily shrieks aloud. In the moments that follow, three 
persons appear: Governor Bellingham, Mistress Hibbins, and the 
venerable Father Wilson. Here are three opportunities for him to 
break his loneliness and to establish connection with one of the 
great societies—earthly, hellish, or heavenly. But an involuntary 
shriek is not enough; before Dimmesdale can be admitted to one of 
these great companies, a voluntary confession or commitment must 
be made. One of these three persons must be hailed. For a man of 
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average moral strength, the problem v/ould be to choose among the 
three. For him the problem is whether he shall choose any. In the 
end, he cowers silent upon the scaffold and the figures disappear. 
Thus does Arthur Dimmesdale reach the extreme of his isolation. 
For the time being, seemingly, earth, hell, and heaven are all closed 
to him. Had he chosen hell, his eventual fate would have been 
more terrible, but his immediate suffering could not have been 
greater. 

When his mind begins to give way under the impact of this new 
sense of alienation, he again reacts involuntarily, this time to burst 
into a peal of insane laughter. What follows is a series of four rapid 
occurrences, each of which serves to remind the distracted minister 
of a source of power which is denied him only because of his failure 
tp expiate his guilt. But in each case, Dimmesdale fails to grasp the 
opportunity and succeeds only in sinning further. Hester and Pearl, 
first of all, bring a rush of new life to the collapsing man. Here, pre¬ 
sumably, is the perfect reminder of that bond of human affection 
which strengthens the human heart and enables it to find the path 
to truth. But when Pearl reminds her father of the expiation which 
is necessary before the bond can be strong and lasting, he dodges 
her question by giving it an impersonal and stereotyped answer. Sec¬ 
ondly, the meteoric flash across the sky should remind him of 
strength through union with the tremendous yet wholesome forces 
of nature Instead, his diseased mind, extending its “egotism over 
the whole expanse of nature," sees only a large A, symbol of his 
guilt. In the third place, the appearance of Chillingworth should 
remind him of the horror of union with evil and, by contrast, the 
glory of a courageous stand before God. But though his “soul shiv¬ 
ers" at the old physician, he obediently follows him home. Finally, 
the following morning, his own rich and powerful discourse to his 
congregation should by its own “heavenly influences” catapult him 
into giving expression to the tmth, that quality which by his nature 
he loves most of all. Yet when the sexton asks him so simple a ques¬ 
tion as whether he has heard of the A in the sky the preceding 
night, Dimmesdale answers, “No, I had not heard of it.” 

Four decisions are thus forced upon Dimmesdale: he must assert 
his position in relation to man, to nature, to God, and to his own 
original and better self. In each case, from sheer weakness and 
despair of spirit he only adds new falsity to that which already 
exists: Chillingworth has worked better than he knows. If Dimmes¬ 
dale is to be saved, aid must come from some outside source. 

In the transition from part two to part three-of The Scarlet 
Letter, content has again created form. Hawthorne once more has 
brought his story to a point where only one character is in a posi¬ 
tion to force the action. The community has been provided no 



304 • John C. Gerber 

reason for reentering the story as an activating force; Chillingworth 
has rather obviously run his course; and Dimmesdale is clearlv lack- 
ing in both physical and moral vigor. Only Hester is capable of 
action. It is Hester, moreover, who wants action. For the first time 
she has fully comprehended the result of her vow to Chillingworth, 
and her sense of responsibility for Dimmesdale's condition has 
thrust all thoughts of her own temporarily from her mind. It is not 
surprising, therefore, that Chapter XIII should begin with a sum¬ 
mary' of Hester's activities during the seven years since the scaffold 
scene and that the following pages should reveal her as the source of 
whatever action takes place. 

The third part of The Scarlet Letter extends from Chapter XIII 
to Chapter XX. In form, it is almost an exact duplication of the 
second part. Each sketches the immediate past of the main char- 
acter, details the present action initiated by that character, and 
describes the results of that action upon another character. In each 
case, the other character is Dimmesdale. 

Hester is sketched as independent and disillusioned. In some 
ways her isolation has been almost as complete as Dimmesdale’s. 
For seven years now, heaven and earth ‘‘have frowned on her.” 
Even though society has grown more benignant, it has never really 
accepted her save in time of sickness or death; God, never really a 
great influence in her life, seems to have become less real; nature’s 
sunlight vanishes on her approach; and her own personality has lost 
its womanly charm. In brief, shame, despair, and solitude have been 
her teachers just as they have for Dimmesdale. 

Two elements, however, have strengthened her while Dimmes¬ 
dale weakened: her intellectual speculation and her daughter Pearl. 
The former has been possible only because her sin has been public 
and her mind hence not cramped by fears of exposure. It has 
resulted in a latitude of thought which allows her to picture herself 
as the prophetess of a new order and which causes her to scorn the 
institutions of the old: ‘‘the clerical band, the judicial robe, the pil¬ 
lory, the gallows, the fireside, or the church.” In the second place, 
Pearl has kept a sense of moral direction in Hester, even though 
Hester has never fully acted upon it. Once, Pearl saved her mother 
from the devil in the guise of Mistress Hibbins; constantly, she has 
saved her from complete surrender to her own cynicism. In a loose 
sense. Pearl performs the same service for Hester that Chillingworth 
does for Dimmesdale, since both serve as pricks to the conscience. 
When their functions are examined more closely, however, it can be 
observed that these services have opposite effects. For Dimmesdale, 
if let alone, might eventually get his spiritual house in- order. His 
natural gravitation is heavenward, and he continues to move toward 
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evil simply because Chillingworth keeps nudging him in that direc> 
tion. But Hester's inclination is not so dominantly heavenward, and 
she is kept from an alliance with the Devil largely because Pearl 
keeps hold of her. Intellectual speculation, stimulating as it has 
been, has led Hester into moral confusion. It is Pearl who has kept 
this confusion from collapsing into surrender. This she has done by 
keeping alive the spark of human affection and by standing rigidly 
against falsity wherever in her precocious way she has sensed it. 
Given these complementary sources of power, Hester is easily the 
strongest character in the book at this point. Even Chillingworth 
can recognize a quality “almost majestic” which shines through her 
despair. * * * 

That Hester is able to win release from her vow to Chillingworth 
is due primarily to his admiration for his wife's cynical independ¬ 
ence and to his own surrender to the course of events. The latter is 
the more important and represents the difference between the sec¬ 
ond and third parts of the book. In the second part the vow of 
secrecy was necessary so that he could direct events; now he is con¬ 
tent merely to “let the black flower blossom as it may.” 

Hester's actions from this point break loosely into two lines, that 
directed toward expiation of her sin of hypocrisy and that directed 
toward escape from the consequences of her act of adultery. The 
two lines form an illuminating contrast between the proper and 
improper methods of dealing with guilt, the one leading to moral 
triumph and the other to moral failure. Fundamentally, the success 
of the first line is due to the fact that it arises out of a keen sense of 
responsibility for wrongdoing. To Hester this sense comes first when 
she sees Dimraesdalc’s emaciated figure upon the scaffold at mid¬ 
night. Her later self-analysis is cuttingly honest. In all things else 
she has striven to be true. Truth has been the one virtue to which 
she might have held fast, and did hold fast “in all extremity” save 
in that one moment of weakness when she consented to deception. 
But now she finds that “a lie is never good, even though death 
threatens on the other side.” In short, she has been false to her own 
nature, with the result that Dimmesdale has suffered possibly 
beyond repair. Realizing all this and recognizing at last the obli^- 
tion which she owes Dimmesdale because of her love and her share 
in his crime, Hester becomes deeply and earnestly repentant. 

Sincere repentance brings proper action. First, Hester obtains her 
release from Chillingworth, for any other procedure would merely 
have substituted one dishonesty for another. Then she waylays Dim¬ 
mesdale in the forest in order to confess and implore his forgive¬ 
ness. Confession can rectify the false relation which her silence has 
created, but only forgiveness from the one who has suffered can 
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bring her peace. “Wilt thou yet forgive me!” she repeats over and 
over again until her lover at lengA replies, “I do forgive you, 
Hester.” * ♦ * 

Hester’s second line of action is related to her sin of adultery and 
her attempt to overcome the isolation imposed by it. Ironically, the 
very element which led her to repent for her sin of hypocrisy—truth 
to her own nature—now provides her with a justification for h^ act 
of adultery. When Dirnmesdale observes sadly that Chillingworth’s 
sin has been blacker than theirs, Hester is quick to whisper, “What 
we did had a consecration of its own! We felt it so! We said so to 
each other!” Confident in this belief, she proposes that they dispel 
their sense of moral isolation by translating it into physical terms. 
She and Dirnmesdale and Pearl must flee to Europe. And her insist 
ence that Dirnmesdale agree represents the highest point in her 
activities as a directing force in the story.* * * 

When Hester suggests a solution involving an easier means and 
an alternative end—temporal happiness—the solution appears so 
simple and so breathtaking to Dirnmesdale that he wonders why 
they had never thought of it before. It offers a whole new realm of 
action, unchristianized and lawless but free and exciting. So exciting 
is it, in fact, that he is quick to put down any temporary misgivings. 
Reunion with God? He is irrevocably doomed anyway. Reunion 
with his people? Hester is all that he needs to sustain him. Union 
with his own spirit? Already he can feel life coursing through his 
veins without it. And so for the first time he consents with purpose 
and deliberation to something that basically he knows to be wrong. 
The immediate result is a sudden plunge into moral confusion. Like 
Hester before him, he has sinned against his own better nature. 


The fourth part of The Scarlet Letter offers an interesting varia¬ 
tion from the other three parts. Whereas each of these gives imme¬ 
diate attention to the character which is to direct its action, the 
fourth part withholds such attention for almost two chapters. 
Indeed, these chapters, “The New England Holiday” and “The 
Procession,” might with some justice be considered a final section 
of the third part inasmuch as they deal chiefly with the results of 
Hester’s activities as they operate upon Hester herself. There are 
other and more cogent reasons, however, for considering them as 
belonging to the fourth part of the book and as a kind of introduc¬ 
tion for Dimmesdale’s final act. TTie most obvious is that the back¬ 
ground ties these chapters with Chapter XXIII, in which he takes 
control. Hawthorne is carefully setting the stage for his climax. In 
terms of content there are other elements to be considered. Dim¬ 
mesdale’s final action must not appear as something opposing Hes¬ 
ter’s desires but as something evolving from them and sublimating 
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them. Hence, it must be made clear to the reader that Hester has 
lost confidence in her own scheme and will ultimately be favorably 
affected by Dimmesdale’s expiation rather than antagonized by his 
seeming disregard for her plans and wishes. Another element is the 
character of his action. ''Pereas the community, Chillingworth, 
and Hester needed days, months, and even years to accomplish their 
purposes, Dimmesdale needs only moments. Theirs was a series of 
actions, each carefully plotted and integrated with every other; his is 
one bold stroke. Their actions created complexities; his removes 
them. Hence, his can be encompassed and should be encompassed 
in a much smaller space. But it is equally true that the setting must 
be carefully prepared, or the action will pass before the reader is 
prepared to comprehend its full significance. It seems useful and 
understandable, therefore, that Hawthorne should devote Chapters 
XXI and XXII to introductory material. Chapter XXIII to Dim> 
ihesdale’s expiatory action, and Chapter XXIV to the consequences 
of that action. 

By contrast with her previous aggressiveness, Hester's mood in 
the market place sinks from one of loneliness to one of almost com¬ 
plete despair. Seldom has she seemed so completely isolated. Her 
frozen calmness, we are told, is due to the fact that she is “actually 
dead, in respect to any claim of sympathy” and has “departed out 
of the world, with which she still seems to mingle.” The good 
people of the town sidle away from her and strangers openly gawk. 
Nor has she come any closer to Pearl. When Pearl keeps asking 
about the minister, Hester shuts her off with “Be quiet, Pearll thou 
understandest not these things.” Even Dimmesdale she sees mood¬ 
ily as existing in a sphere remote and “utterly beyond her reach.” 
Indeed, she can hardly find it in her heart to forgive him for “being 
able so completely to withdraw himself from their mutual world; 
while she groped darkly, and stretched forth her cold hands, and 
found him not.” Finally, the news that Chillingworth is to take pas¬ 
sage on the same ship transforms her loneliness into consternation 
and despair. “Hester's strong, calm, steadfastly enduring spirit 
almost sank, at last, on beholding this dark and grim countenance 
of an inevitable doom, which .. . showed itself, with an unrelenting 
smile, right in the midst of their path.” 

Once Dimmesdale begins to direct the action, however, any effort 
of either Hester or Chillingworth becomes incidental. With a fine 
sense for dramatic contrast, Hawthorne has Dimmesdale reach his 
greatest success as a minister a few short minutes before he con¬ 
fesses his crime. Never has he been more uplifting and never more 
spiritually inclined. Already we know the Election Sermon as some¬ 
thing bom of new awareness and a sudden stiffening of the spirit. 
Since the world is no longer illusory or his own heart confused, 
Dimmesdale apparently has made his peace with the natural order 
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and with himself. But he still feels estranged from God and from 
the community because of his sins of adultery and hypocrisy. His 
confession on the scaffold, therefore, is necessary as penance for 
both these sins, and its dual character Dimmesdale himself makes 
clear: 

'*God knows; and He is merciful; He hath proved his mercy, n^ost 
of all, in my afflictions. By giving me this burning torture to bear 
upon my breast! By sending yonder dark and terrible old man, 
to keep the torture always at red heat! By bringing me hither, to 
die this death of triumphant ignominy before the people! Had 
either of these agonies oeen wanting, I had been lost forever! 
Praised be his name! His will be done! Farewell!" 

In such a manner does Dimmesdale perform true penance and 
emerge finally at the moment of his death into a true relation with 
all the elements against which he has sinned. It is vain for him to 
hope for "an everlasting and pure reunion," but he has made him¬ 
self worthy of whatever reunion God grants to those who repent. 


FREDERIC I. CARPENTER 
Scarlet A Minus t 

From the first The Scarlet Letter has been considered a classic. 
It has appealed not only to the critics but to the reading public as 
well. The young Henry James described the feeling of mystery and 
terror which it aroused in his childish mind—a feeling not easily 
definable, but reaching to the depths of his nature. The scarlet 
letter has seemed the very symbol of all sin, translating into living 
terms the eternal problem of evil. And in 1850 the book was timely 
as well as timeless: it specifically suggested the nineteenth-century 
answer to the eternal problem. "Sin" might sometimes be ncble, 
and "virtue" ignoble. Rousseau himself might have defined the 
scarlet letter as the stigma which society puts upon the natural 
instincts of man.^ 

But in modem times The Scarlet Letter has come to seem less 


t From College English, V (January 
1944), pp. 173-80. This essay was re¬ 
printed in the author’s volume. Ameri¬ 
can Literature and the Dream, New 
York, 19S5. Some footnotes have been 
omitted and the remainder renumbered. 
1. Jean Jacques Rousseau (1712-78), 


French author whose belief in the su¬ 
periority of “the noble savage’’ to civil¬ 
ized man has made his name synony¬ 
mous with the view that man’s natural 
passions are good and their suppression 
by society bad. [Editor.] 
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than perfect. Other novels, like Anmt Karenina, have treated the 
same problem with a richer humanity and a greater realism. If the 
book remains a classic, it is of a minor order. Indeed, it now seems 
not quite perfect even of its own kind. Its logic is ambiguous, and 
its conclusion moralistic. The ambiguity is interesting, of course, 
and the moralizing slight, but the imp^ection persists. 

In one sense the very imperfection of The Scarlet Letter makes 
it classic: its ambiguity illustrates a fundamental confusion in 
modem thought. To the question *'Was the action symbolized by 
the scarlet letter wholly sinful?" it suggests a variety of answers: 
"Yes," reply the traditional moralists; "Hester Prynne broke the 
Commandments." But the romantic enthusiasts answer: "No; 
Hester merely acted according to the deepest of human instincts." 
And the transcendental idealists reply: "In part; Hester truly 
sinned against the morality which her lover believ^ in, but did 
not sin against her own morality, because she believed in a ^higher 
law.' To her own self, Hester Prynne remained true." 

From the perspective of a hundred years we shall reconsider these 
three answers to the problem of evil suggested by The Scarlet Letter. 
The traditional answer remains clear, but the romantic and the 
idealistic have usually been confused. Perhaps the imperfection of 
the novel arises from Hawthorne’s own confusion between his 
heroine's transcendental morality and mere immorality. Explicitly, 
he condemned Hester Prynne as immoral; but implicitly, he glorifi^ 
her as courageously idealistic. And this confusion between romantic 
immorality and transcendental idealism has been typical of the 
genteel tradition in America. 

I 

According to the traditional moralists, Hester Prynne was truly 
a sinful woman. Although she sinned less than her hypocriticsd 
lover and her vengeful husband, she nevertheless sinned; and, from 
her sin, death and tragedy resulted. At the end of the novel, Haw< 
thome himself positively afErmed this interpretation: 

Earlier in life, Hester had vainly imagined that she herself 
might be the destined prophetess, but had long since recr^nized 
the impossibility that any mission of divine and mysterious truth 
should be confided to a woman stained with sin. 

And so the traditional critics have been well justified. The Scadet 
Letter explicidy approves the tragic punishment of Hester’s sin and 
expliddy declares the impossibility of salvation for the sinner. 

But fox the traditionalists there are many kinds and degrees of 
sin, and The Scarlet Letter, like Dante’s Inferno, describe more 
than one. According to the orthodox, Hester Prynne belongs with 
the rotnantic lovers of the Inferno, in the highest circle of Hdl. For 
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Hester sinned only through passion, but her lover through passion 
and concealment, and her husband through ^Violating, in cold 
blood, the sanctity of the human heart.” Therefore, Hester’s sin 
was the least, and her punishment the lightest. 

But Hester sinned, and, according to traditional Puritanism,* this 
act shut her off forever from paradise. Indeed, this archetypal sin 
and its consequent tragedy have been taken to symbolize the eternal 
failure of the American dream. Hester suggests ”the awakening of 
the mind to 'moral gloom’ after its childish dreams of natural bliss 
are dissipated.”^ Thus her lover, standing upon the scaffold, ex- 
claimed: “Is this not better than we dreamed of in the forest?” 
And Hawthorne repeated that Hester recognized the eternal justice 
of her own damnation. The romantic dream of natural freedom 
has seemed empty to the traditionalists, because sin and its punish¬ 
ment are eternal and immutable. 

That Hester’s sin was certain, and her dream of freedom im¬ 
possible, traditional Catholicism has also agreed. But the Catholic 
critics object that Hawthorne’s Puritanism denies the Christian doc¬ 
trine of the forgiveness of sin. They believe that Hester expiated 
her evil by means of repentance and a virtuous later life: “Hester 
represents the repentant sinner, Dimmesdale the half-repentant 
sinner, and Chillingworth the unrepentant sinner.”’ TTierefore, 
Hester individually achieved salvation, even though her sin was 
clear and her dream of universal freedom impossible. 

But all the traditionalists agree that Hester’s action was wholly 
sinful. That Hester herself never admitted this accusation and that 
Hester is never represented as acting blindly in a fit of passion and 
that Hester never repented of her “sin” are facts which the tradi¬ 
tionalists overlook. Moreover, they forget that Hawthorne’s con¬ 
demnation of Hester’s sin is never verified by Hester’s own words. 
But of this more later. 

Meanwhile, other faults in Hester’s character are admitted by 
the traditional and the liberal alike. Even if she did not do what 
she believed to be evil, Hester nevertheless did tempt her lover to 
do what he believed to be evil and thus caused his death. And 
because she wished to protect her lover, she consented to a life of 
deception and concealment which she herself knew to be false. But 
for the traditional moralists neither her temptation of her lover nor 
her deception of him was a cardinal sin. Only her act of passion was. 

Therefore Hester’s passion was the fatal flaw which caused the 
tragedy. Either because of some womanly weakness which made 
her unable to resist evil, or because of some pride which made her 
oppose her own will to the eternal law, she did evil. Her sin was 

2. H. W. Schneider, The Puritan Mind i. Yvor Winters. Maule’s Curse (Nor- 
(New York, 1930), p. 2S9, folk, Conn., 1938), p. 16. 
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certain, the law she broke was immutable, and the human tragedy 
was inevitable—according to the traditional moralists. 

II 

But, according to the romantic enthusiasts, The Scarlet Letter 
points a very difficult moral. The followers of Rousseau have said 
that Hester did not sin at all; or that, if she did, she transformed her 
sin into a virtue. Did not Hawthorne himself describe the radiance 
of the scarlet letter, shining upon her breast like a symbol of 
victory? “The tendency of her fate had been to set her free. TTie 
scarlet letter was her passport into regions where other women 
dared not tread.” Hester—if we discount Hawthorne’s moralistic 
conclusion—never repented of her “sin” of passion, because she 
n^er recognized it as such. 

In absolute contrast to the traditionalists, the romantics have 
described The Scarlet Letter as a masterpiece of “Hawthorne’s im- 
moralism.” Not only Hester but even the Puritan minister becomes 
“an amoralist and a Nietzschean.”'* “In truth,” wrote Hawthorne, 
“nothing short of a total change of dynasty and moral code in that 
interior kingdom was adequate to account for the impulses now 
communicated to the .... minister.” But Hester alone became 
perfectly immoral, for “the world’s law was no law for her mind.” 
She alone dared renounce utterly the dead forms of tradition and 
dared follow the natural laws of her own instinctive nature to the 
end. 

Therefore, the romantics have praised The Scarlet Letter for 
preaching “la mystique de VAmour“ And especially the French 
critics, following D. H. Lawrence, have spoken of Hawthorne’s 
“gospel of love.”® “Hester gave everything to love,” they have re¬ 
peated: 

Give all to love; 

Obey thy heart; 

Friends, kindred, days, 

Estate, good-fame. 

Plans, credit and the Muse,— 

Nothing refuse.® 

As Emerson counseled, so Hester acted. In spite of Hawthorne’s 
moralistic disclaimer, his heroine has seemed to renounce traditional 


4. Regis Michaud, The AmericaH Novel 
Today (Boston, 1928), pp. 36, 44. 
(Friedrich NieUsche, 1844-1900, a Ger¬ 
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both life and ext—Editor.] 
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morality and to proclaim the new morality of nature and the human 
heart. 

Therefore, according to the romantics, the tragedy of The Scarlet 
Letter does not result from any tragic flaw in the heroine, for she is 
romantically without sin. It results, rather, from the intrinsic evil 
of society. Because the moral law imposes tyrannical restraints upon 
the natural instincts of man, human happiness is impossible in 
civilization. The Scarlet Letter, therefore, becomes the tragedy of 
perfection, in which the ideal woman is doomed to defeat by an 
inflexible moral tradition. Because Hester Prynne was so perfectly 
loyal and loving that she would never abandon her lover, she was 
condemned by the Puritans. Not human frailty, therefore, or any 
tragic imperfection of character, but only the inevitable forces of 
social determinism caused the disaster described by The ScarHet 
Letter —according to the romantic enthusiasts. 

Ill 

Between the orthodox belief that Hester Prynne sinned utterly 
and the opposite romantic belief that she did not sin at all, the 
transcendental idealists seek to mediate. Because they deny the au¬ 
thority of the traditional morality, these idealists have sometimes 
seemed merely romantic. But because they seek to describe a new 
moral law, they have also seemed moralistic. The confusion of 
answers to the question of evil suggested by The Scarlet Letter 
arises, in part, from a failure to understand the transcendental ideal. 

With the romantics, the transccndentalists^ agree that Hester 
did wisely to '‘give all to love.” But they insist that Hester’s love 
was neither blindly passionate nor purposeless. ”What we did,” 
Hester exclaims to her lover, “had a consecration of its own.” To 
the transcendental, her love was not sinful because it was not dis¬ 
loyal to her evil husband (whom she had never loved) or to the 
traditional morality (in which she had never believed). Rather her 
love was purposefully aimed at a permanent union with her lover— 
witness the ^ct that it had already endured through seven years of 
separation and disgrace. Hester did well to “obey her heart,” because 
she felt no conflict between her heart and her head. She was 
neither romantically immoral nor blindly rebellious against society 
and its laws. 

This element of conscious purpose distinguishes the transcen¬ 
dental Hester Prynne from other, merely romantic heroines. Because 
she did not deny “the moral law” but went beyond it to a “higher 
law,” Hester transcended both romance and tradition. As if to 

7. Critics suggesting this “transcen* John Erskine, “Hawthorne," in CHAL, 
dental" point of view include the fol* II, 16-31; and Stuart P. Sherman, 
lowing: Moncure D. Conway, Lift of “Hawthorne," in ilmertcanr, pp. 122-52. 
Natkaniet Eowthorno (London, 1870); 
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emphasize this fact, Hawthorne himself declared that she ^'assumed 
a freedom of speculation which our forefathers, had thty known it^ 
would have held to be a deadlier crime than that stigmatized by 
the scarlet letter. Unlike her lover, she had explicitly been led 
“beyond the scope of generally received laws.” She had consciously 
wished to become “the prophetess” of a more liberal morality. 

According to the transcendentalists, therefore, Hester’s “sin” was 
not that she broke the Commandments—for, in the sight of God, 
she had never truly been married. Nor was Hester the blameless 
victim of society, as the romantics believed. She had sinned in that 
she had deceiv^ her lover concerning the identity of her husband. 
And she admitted this clearly: 

“O Arthur,” cried she, “forgive me! In all things else, I have 
•striven to be true! Truth was the one virtue to which I might 
have held fast, and did hold fast, through all extremity; save when 
thy good . . . were put in question! Then I consented to a decep¬ 
tion. But a lie is never good, even though death threaten on the 
other side.” 

Not traditional morality, but transcendental truth, governed the 
conscience of Hester Prynne. But she had a conscience, and she 
had sinned against it. 

Indeed, Hester Prynne had “sinned,” exactly because she put 
romantic “love” ahead of ideal “truth.” She had done evil in allow* 
ing the “good” of her lover to outweigh the higher law. She had 
sacrificed her own integrity by giving absolutely everything to her 
loved one. For Emerson had added a transcendental postscript to 
his seemingly romantic poem; 

Leave all for love; 

Yet, hear me, yet 


Keep thee to-day. 

To-morrow, forever. 

Free as an Arab 
Of thy beloved. 

Heartily know 
When half-gods go. 

The gods arrive. 

That is to say: True love is a higher law than merely traditional 
morality, but, even at best, human love is “daemonic.” The highest 
law of “celestial love” is the law of divine truth. 

According to the transcendental idealists, Hester Prynne sinned 
in that she did not go beyond human love. In seeking to protect 
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her lover by deception, she sinned both against her own ''integrity" 
and against Cod. If she had told the whole truth in the beginning, 
she would have been blameless. But she lacked this perfect self- 
reliance. 

Nevertheless, tragedy would have resulted even if Hester Prynne 
had been transcendentally perfect. For the transcendental •ideal 
implies tragedy. Traditionally, tragedy results from the individual 
imperfection of some hero. Romantically, it results from the evil of 
society. But, ideally, it results from a conflict of moral standards or 
values. The tragedy of The Scarlet Letter resulted from the conflict 
of the orthodox morality of the minister with the transcendental 
morality of the heroine. For Arthur Dimmesdale, unlike Hester 
Piynne, did sin blindly through passion, committing an act which 
he felt to be wrong. And because he sinned against his own moral¬ 
ity, he felt himself unable to grasp the freedom which Hester urged. 
If, on the contrary, he had conscientiously been able to flee with 
her to a new life on the western frontier, there would have been no 
tragedy. But: 

“It cannot be!” answered the minister, listening as if he were 
called upon to realize a dream. “I am powerless to go. Wretched 
and sinful as I am, I have had no other thought than to drag on 
my earthly existence where Providence hath placed me.” 

To those who have never believed in it, the American dream of 
freedom has always seemed utopian and impossible of realization. 
Tragedy results from this conflict of moralities and this unbelief. 

IV 

According to the orthodox, Hester Prynne sinned through blind 
passion, and her sin caused the tragedy. According to the romantic, 
Hester Prynne heroically “gave all to love,” and tragedy resulted 
from the evil of society. According to the transcendentalists, Hester 
Prynne sinned through deception, but tragedy resulted from the 
conflict of her dream of freedom with the traditional creed of her 
lover. Dramatically, each of these interpretations is possible: The 
Scarlet Letter is rich in suggestion. But Hawthorne the moralist 
sought to destroy this richness. 

The Scarlet Letter achieves greatness in its dramatic, objective 
presentation of conflicting moralities in action: each character seems 
at once symbolic, yet real. But this dramatic perfection is flawed 
by the author's moralistic, subjective criticism of Hester Prynne. 
And this contradiction results from Hawthorne's apparent confusion 
between the romantic and the transcendental moralities. While 
the characters of the novel objectively act out the tragic conflict 
between the traditional morality and the transcendental dream, 
Hawthorne subjectively damns the transcendental for being ro¬ 
mantically immoral. 
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Most obviously, Hawthorne imposed a moralistic ^'Conclusion** 
upon the drama which his characters had acted. But the artistic and 
moral hilsity of this does not lie in its didacticism or in the personal 
intrusion of the author, for these were the literary conventions of 
the age. Rather it lies in the contradiction between the author’s 
moralistic comments and the earlier words and actions of his char¬ 
acters. Having created living protagonists, Hawthorne sought to im¬ 
pose his own will and judgment upon them from the outside. Thus 
he described Hester as admitting her "sin” of passion and as re¬ 
nouncing her "selfish ends” and as seeking to "ccpiate” her crime. 
But Hester herself had never admitted to any sin other than de¬ 
ception and had never acted "selfishly” and had worn her scarlet 
letter triumphantly, rather than penitently. In his "Conclusion,” 
therefore, Hawthorne did violence to the living character whom he 
had created. 

His artificial and moralistic criticism is concentrated in the "Con¬ 
clusion.” But it also appears in other chapters of the novel. In the 
scene between Hester and Arthur in the forest, Hawthorne had 
asserted: 

She had wandered, without rule or guidance, in a moral wil¬ 
derness. .. . Shame, Despair, Solitude! I^ese had been her teach¬ 
ers,—stem and wild ones,—and they had made her strong, but 
taught her much amiss. 

And again Hawthorne imputed "Shame” to Hester, and declared 
that her "strength” was immoral. 

This scene between Hester and her lover in the forest also suggests 
the root of Hawthorne’s confusion. To the traditional moralists, the 
"forest,” or "wilderness,” or "uncivilized Nature” was the symbolic 
abode of evil—the very negation of moral law. But to the romantics, 
wild nature had become the very symbol of freedom. In this scene, 
Hawthorne explicitly condemned Hester for her wildness—for 
"breathing the wild, free atmosphere of an unredeemed, unchris¬ 
tianized, lawless region.” And again he damned her "sympadiy” 
with "that wild, heathen Nature of the forest, never subjugated by 
human law, nor illumined by higher truth.” Qearly he hat^ moral 
romanticism. And this hat^ would have been harmless, if his 
heroine had merely been romantic, or immoral. 

But Hester Prynne, as revealed in speedi and in action, was not 
romantic but transcendental. And Hawthorne foiled utterly to dis¬ 
tinguish, in his moralistic criticism, between the romantic and the 
transcendental. For example, he never described tiie "speculations” 
of Hester concerning "freedom” as anything but n^tiw^ "wild,” 
"lawless,” and "heathen.” All "h^er tniA” for him seemed to 
reside r^usively in traditional, "civilized” morality. But Haw- 
thome^s contemporaries, Emerson and Thoreau, had specifically de- 
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scribed the "wilderness” {Life in the Woods)* as the precondition 
of the new morality of fre^om; and "Nature” as the very abode of 
"higher truth”: all those transcendental "speculations” which Haw> 
thome imputed to his heroine conceived of "Nature” as offering the 
opportunity for the realization of the higher moral law and for the 
development of a "Christianized” society more perfectly illumined 
by the divine truth. 

Therefore, Hawthorne’s moralistic passages never remotely ad¬ 
mitted the possible truth of the transcendental ideal which he had 
objectively described Hester Prynne as realizing. Having allowed his 
imagination to create an idealistic heroine, he did not allow his con¬ 
scious mind to justify—or even to describe fairly—^her ideal mo¬ 
rality. Rather, he damned the transcendental character whom he 
had created, for being romantic and immoral. But the words and 
deeds by means of which he had created her contradicted his o^n 
moralistic criticisms. 

V 

In the last analysis, the greatness of The Scarlet Letter lies in 
the character of Hester Prynne. Because she dared to trust herself 
and to believe in the possibility of a new morality in the new world, 
she achieved spiritual greatness in spite of her own human weakness, 
in spite of the prejudices of her Puritan society, and, finally, in spite 
of the prejudices of her creator himself. For the human weakness 
which made her deceive her lover in order to protect him makes her 
seem only the more real. The calm steadfastness with which she 
endures the ostracism of society makes her heroic. And the clear 
purpose which she follows, despite the denigrations of Hawthorne, 
makes her almost ideal! 

Hester, almost in spite of Hawthorne, envisions the transcenden¬ 
tal ideal of positive freedom, instead of the romantic ideal of mere 
escape. She urges her lover to create a new life with her in the 
wilderness: “Doth the universe lie within the compass of yonder 
town? Whither leads yonder forest track?” And she seeks to arouse 
him to a pragmatic idealism equal to the task: "Exchange this false 
life of thine for a true one! .... Preach! Write! Act! Do anything 
save to lie down and die!” 

Thus Hester Prynne embodies the authentic American dream of a 
new life in the wilderness of the new vrarld, and of self-reliant action 
to realize that ideal. In the Puritan age in which he lived, and in 
Hawthorne’s own nineteenth century, this ideal was actually being 
realized in practice. Even in our modem society with its more 
liberal laws, Hester Prynne might hope to live happily with her 
lover, after winning divorce from her cruel and vengeful husband. 


8. The subtitle of the first edition of [Editor.] 
Henry David Thoreau’s WaUem (1854). 
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But in every century her tragedy would still be the same. It would 
result from her own deception and from the conflicting moral belief 
of her lova. But it would not result from her own sense of guilt or 
shame. 

In The Scarlet Letter alone among his novels, Hawthorne suc¬ 
ceeded in realizing a character embodying the authentic American 
dream of freedom and independence in the new world. But he suc¬ 
ceeded in realizing this ideal emotionally rather than intellectually. 
And, having completed the novel, he wondered at his work: *‘I 
think I have never overcome my adamant in any other instance,*’ he 
said. Perhaps he added the moralistic “Conclusion” and the various 
criticisms of Hester, in order to placate his conscience. In any 
case, he never permitted himself such freedom—or such greatness— 
again. 

Where The Scarlet Letter described the greatness as well as the 
human tragedy which lies implicit in the American dream of free¬ 
dom, Hawthorne’s later novels describe only the romantic delusion 
which often vitiates it. The BUthedrde Romance emphasizes the 
delusion of utopianism, and The Marble Faun preaches the falsity 
of the ideal of “nature" (Donatello). Where Hester Prynne was 
heroically self-reliant, Zenobia becomes pathetically deluded, and 
Miriam romantically blind. Hawthorne, rejecting the transcendental 
idealism which Hester Prynne seems to have realized almost in 
spite of his own “adamant,” piously recanted in his “Conclusion” 
and took good care that his later “dark” heroines should be ro¬ 
mantic, unsympathetic, and (comparatively) unimportant. 


DARREL ABEL 
Hawthorne’s Hestert 

Hester Prynne, the heroine of The Scarlet Letter^ typifies roman¬ 
tic individualism, and in her story Hawthorne endeavored to exhibit 
the inadequacy of such a philosophy. Tire romantic individualist 
repudiates the doctrine of a supernatural ethical absolute. He rejects 
both the authority of God, which sanctions a pietistic ethic, and 
the authority of society, which sanctions a utilitarian ethic, to affirm 
the sole authority of Nature. Hester, violating piety and decorum, 
lived a life of nature and attempted to rationalize her romantic self- 
indulgence; but, although she broke the laws of God and man, she 
failed to secure even the natural satisfactions she sought. 

Many modem critics, however, who see her as a heroine d la 

t From CoUege Englitk, 13 (1952), 303-9. Footnotes liave been renumbered. 
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George Sand,^ accept her philosophy and regard her as the central 
figure of the romance—the spokesman of Hawthorne's views favor- 
ing “a larger liberty.” Hawthorne's women are usually more sympa¬ 
thetic and impressive than his men; because Hester is more appeal¬ 
ing than either her husband or her lover, it is easy to disregard their 
more central roles in the story.* Furthermore, the title of the 
romance is commonly taken to refer mainly to the letter on Hester's 
dress and thus somehow to designate her as the central figure; but, 
in fact, the ideal letter, not any particular material manifestation of 
it, is referred to in the title. Actually its most emphatic particular 
manifestation is the stigma revealed on Dimmesdale’s breast in the 
climaxing chapter of the book, “The Revelation of the Scarlet 
Letter.” 

Hester’s apologists unduly emphasize circumstances which seem 
to make her the engaging central figure of the romance, and they 
ignore or even decry the larger tendency of the book, which sub¬ 
ordinates her and exposes her moral inadequacy. “She is a free 
spirit liberated in a moral wilderness.”* 

She has sinned, but the sin leads her straightway to a larger 
life. . . . Hawthorne . . . lets the sin elaborate itself, so far as 
Hester’s nature is concerned, into nothing but beauty. . . . since 
her love for Dimmesdale was the one sincere passion of her life, 
she obeyed it utterly, though a conventional judgment would 
have said that she was stepping out of the moral order. There is 
nothing in the story to suggest condemnation of her or of the 
minister in their sin. . . . TTie passion itself, as the two lovers 
still agree at the close of their hard experience, was sacred and 
never caused them repentance.^ 

This opinion sublimely disregards Hawthorne’s elaborate exposition 
of the progressive moral dereliction of Hester, during which “all the 
light and graceful foliage of her character [was] withered up by 
this red-hot brand” of sinful passion. It even more remarkably 
ignores her paramour’s seven-year-long travail of conscience for (in 
his own dying words) “the sin here so awfully revealed.” 

TTie most recent and immoderate advocate of Hester as the pre¬ 
possessing exponent of a wider freedom in sexual relations is Profes- 
sor Frederic I. Carpenter; 

1. The pseudonym of Amandine Aurore 
Dupin (1804-76), French woman novel¬ 
ist whose works exalted the sexually lib¬ 
erated'woman. {Editor. 

2. “Hester Prynne . . . becomes, really, 
after the first scene, an accessory fig¬ 
ure; it is not upon her the denouement 
depends” (Henry James, Hawthorne 
(N'ew York, 1879], p. 109). James had 
a virtue excellent and rare among read¬ 
ers: he attended to his author’s total 
intention and exposition. .Apparently 


Hester’s modern champions are misled 
by their preoossessions; they share the 
general tendency of our time to believe 
more strongly in the reality and value 
of natural^ instincts than in the truth 
and accessibility of supernatural abso¬ 
lutes. 

3. Stuart P. Sherman, “Hawthorne; A 
Puritan Critic of Puritans,” Americans 
(New York, 1922), p. 148. 

4. John Erskine, CHAL, II, 26-27. 
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In the last analysis, the greatness of The Scarlet Letter lies in 
the character of Hester Prynne. Because she dared to trust herself 
to believe in the possibility of a new morality in the new world, 
she achieved spiritual greatness in spite of her own human weak- 
ness, in spite of the prejudices of her Puritan society,... in spite 
of the prejudices of her creator himself. 

It is a tribute to Hawthorne's art that Hester’s champion believes in 
her so strongly that he presumes to rebuke her creator for abusing 
her and rejoices in his conviction that she triumphs over the 
author’s “denigrations.” 

In fact, Hawthorne does feel moral compassion for Hester, but 
her role in the story is to demonstrate that persons who engage our 
moral compassion may nevertheless merit moral censure. We sym¬ 
pathize with Hester at first because of her personal attraction, and 
our sympathy deepens throughout the story because we see that 
she is more sinned against than sinning. 

The prime offender against her is Roger Chillingworth, who mar¬ 
ried her before she was mature enough to know the needs of her 
nature. There is a tincture of Godwinism—even of Fourierism—^in 
Hawthorne’s treatment of Hester’s breach of her mar.'age obliga¬ 
tions. Godwin held that marriage was '*the most odious of all 
monopolies” and that it was everyone’s duty to love the worthiest. 
After her lapse, Hester told her husband, "Thou knowest I was 
frank with thee. I felt no love, nor feigned any.” According to God¬ 
winian principles, then, her duty to him was slight, especially if a 
man came along whom she could love. Chillingworth freely 
acknowledged that he had wronged her in marrying her before she 
was aware of the needs of her nature: “Mine was the first wrong, 
when I betrayed they budding youth into a false and unnatural rela¬ 
tion with my decay.” His second, less heinous, offense was his 
neglectfully absenting himself from her after their marriage. His 
experience understood what her innocence could not foresee, that 
the awakening passion in her might take a forbidden way: "If sages 
were ever wise in their own behoof, I might have foreseen all this.” 
His third and culminating offense was his lack of charity toward her 
after her disgrace. Although he admitted his initial culpability in 
betraying her into "a false and unnatural relation,” he refused to 
share the odium brought upon her in consequence of the situation 
he had created. True, he plotted no revenge against her, but cold 
forbearance was not enough. He was motivated not by love but by 
self-love; in his marriage and in his vengeance he cherished and pur¬ 
sued his private objects, to the exclusion of the claims of others, 
whose lives were involved with his own. He regarded his wife jeal- 

S. "Scarlet A Minus,” College English, V (January, 1944), 179. 
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ously, as a chattel,^ not as a person with needs and rights of her 
own. Her error touched his compassion only perfunctorily, but it 
gave a mortal wound to his amour-propreJ Hester's adulterous pas¬ 
sion was nobler, for she wished that she might bear her paramour's 
shame and anguish as well as her own. Thus Chillingworth triply 
offended against her; he drew her into a relationship which*made 
her liable to sin, did not duly defend her from the peril in which he 
had placed her, and cast her off when she succumbed. 

The nature of Dimmesdale’s offense against Hester is too obvious 
to require specification, but both Hester's conduct and his own 
deserve whatever extenuation may be due to the passionate and 
impulsive enors of inexperience: “This had been a sin of passion, 
not of principle, nor even purpose.'' The minister's conduct toward 
Hester, then, is less blameworthy than her husband's, who had 
knowingly and deliberately jeopardized her happiness and moral secu¬ 
rity; Dimmesdale tells Hester: “We are not, Hester, the worst sin¬ 
ners in the world. There is one worse than even the polluted 
priest!” A distinction must be made, however, between Dimmes- 
dale's moral responsibility and Hester’s; her sin was contingent 
upon his, and her conduct is therefore more deserving of palliation 
than his. Besides, he had moral defenses and moral duties which 
she did not have. He had a pastoral duty toward her and a profes¬ 
sional duty to lead an exemplary life. Also, according to Haw¬ 
thorne’s view of the distinctive endowments of the sexes, Hester 
depended upon her womanly feeling, but he had the guidance of 
masculine intellect and moral erudition. Above all, he was free to 
marry to satisfy “the strong animal nature” in him, but Hester met 
her happiest choice too late, when she was “already linked and wed¬ 
lock bound to a fell adversary.” But the minister’s really abominable 
fault was not his fornication; it was his unwillingness to confess his 
error, his hypocrisy. Hester wished she might bear his shame as well 
as her own, but he shrank from assuming his place beside her 
because his perilous pride in his reputation for sanctity was dearer 
to him than truth. Like Chillingworth, he wronged Hester and left 
her to bear the punishment alone. 

Society wronged Hester as grievously as, though less invidiously 
than, particular persons wronged her. Hawthorne distinguished 
between society under its instinctively human aspect and society 
under its institutional aspect. Society as collective humanity sympa¬ 
thized and was charitable; “It is to the credit of human nature, 
that, except where its selfishness is brought into play, it loves more 
readily than it hates.” But society under its institutional aspect pur- 

6. “Woman is born for love, and it is like a prey” (Margaret Fuller, Womm 
impossible to turn her from seeking it. in the Nineteenth Century [Boston, 
Men should deserve her love as an in- 1893], p. 337). 
heritance, rather than seize and guard it 7, Vai^. lEditor.] 
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sued ati abstraction, conceived as the general good, which disposed 
it vindictively toward errant individuals. Hawthorne remarked in 
“The New Adam and Eve”: “[The] Judgment Seat [is] the very 
symbol of man's perverted state.” A scheme of social justice sup¬ 
plants the essential law of love which is grounded in human hearts; 
any system of expedient regulations tends to become sacrosanct 
eventually, so that instead of serving humanity it becomes a tyranni¬ 
cal instrument for coercing nonconformists. 

Harsh legalism has been remarked as a characteristic of the Puri¬ 
tan theocracy by social historians: “The effect of inhumane punish¬ 
ments on officials and the popular mind generally . . . [was appar¬ 
ently] a brutalizing effect . . . , rendering them more callous to 
human sufferings.”^ “To make the people good became the 
supreme task of the churches, and legalism followed as a matter of 
course.”® “The theory was that Jehovah was the primary law-giver, 
the Bible a statute-book, the ministers and magistrates stewards of 
the divine will.”^ Hester, then, Hawthorne tells us, suffered “the 
whole dismal severity of the Puritanic code of law” in “a period 
when the forms of authority were felt to possess the sacredness of 
Divine institutions.” Her punishment shows how society had set 
aside the humane injunction that men should love one another, to 
make a religion of the office of vengeance, which in the Scriptures is 
exclusively appropriated to God. The wild-rose bush, with “its deli¬ 
cate gems,” which stood by the prison door, and “the burdock, pig¬ 
weed, apple-peru, and other such unsightly vegetation” which grew 
with such appropriate luxuriance in the prison yard symbolize the 
mingled moral elements in “the dim, awful, mysterious, grotesque, 
intricate nature of man.”® Puritan society, unfortunately, had culti¬ 
vated the weeds and neglected the flowers of human nature and 
attached more significance to “the black flower of civilized life, a 
prison,” than to the rose bush, “which, by a strange chance, has 
been kept alive in history” “to symbolize some sweet moral blos¬ 
som.” TTiere is powerful irony in Hawthorne's picture of the harsh 
matrons who crowded around the pillory to demand that Hester be 
put to death: “Is there not law for it? Truly, there is, both in Scrip¬ 
ture and the statute-book.” Surely Hawthorne was here mindful of 
the question which the scribes and Pharisees put to Jesus concern¬ 
ing the woman taken in adultery: “Now Moses in the law com- 

8. L. T. Merrill, “The Puritan Police- takeable analogy between the wicked 

man,” American Sociological Review, X weeds and the bad habits and sinful 
(December, 1945), 768. propensities which have overrun the 

9. Joseph Haroutunian, Piety Versus moral world.” There is an excellent ex- 

MoraUsm; The Passing of the New plication of the symbolism of The Scar- 
England Theology (New York, 1932), fer LeMer in H. H. Waggoner's “Nathan- 
p. 90. id Hawthorne: The Cemetery^ the 

1. Merrill, op. dt., p. 766. Prison, and the Rose" VniversUy of 

2, Hawthorne remarked, hi the AmeH- Kansas City Review, XIV (spring, 
can Noteboohs, that “there is an unmis- 1948), 175-90. 
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manded us that such should be stoned: but what sayest thou?” The 
harshness of this tirade reflects the perversion of womanliness which 
has been wrought among this “people amongst whom religion and 
law were almost identical.” A man in the crowd offered timely 
reproof to the chider: “Is there no virtue in woman, save what 
springs from a wholesome fear of the gallows?”—a reminder that 
virtue must be voluntary, an expression of character, and that there 
is little worth in a virtue that is compulsory, an imposition of 
society. 

The ostracism called too lenient a punishment by the perhaps 
envious matrons of the town was almost fatal to Hester’s sanity and 
moral sense, for it almost severed “the many ties, that, so long as 
we breathe the common air , unite us to our kind.” “Man had 
marked this woman’s sin by a scarlet letter, which had such potent 
and disastrous efficacy that no human sympathy could reach her, 
save it were sinful like herself.” Even children “too young to com¬ 
prehend wherefore this woman should be shut out from the sphere 
of human charities” learned to abhor the woman upon whom 
society had set the stigma of the moral outcast. The universal duty 
of “acknowledging brotherhood even with the guiltiest” was abro¬ 
gated in the treatment of Hester: 

Li all her intercourse with society,... there was nothing which 
made her feel as if she belonged to it. . . . She was banished, and 
as much alone as if she inhabited another sphere, or communi¬ 
cated with the common nature by other organs and senses than 
the rest of human kind. She stood apart from moral interests, yet 
close beside them, like a ghost that revisits the familiar fireside, 
amd can no longer make itsdf seen or felt. 

The peculiar moral danger to Hester in her isolation was that it 
gave her too little opportunity for affectionate intercourse with 
other persons. Hawthorne regarded a woman’s essential life as con¬ 
sisting in the right exercise of her emotions. His attitude toward 
women is that of Victorian liberalism; he looked upon them as 
equal to men, but differently endowed. To him, the distinctive fem¬ 
inine virtues were those characteristic of ideal wifehood and mother¬ 
hood: instinctive purity and passionate devotion. His prescription 
for the happiest regulation of society was “Man’s intellect, moder¬ 
ated by Woman’s tenderness and moral sense.” Dimmesdale’s his¬ 
tory shows the corruption of the masculine virtues of reason and 
authority in a sinner who has cut himself off from the divine source 
of those virtues; Hester’s history shows the corruption of the femi¬ 
nine virtues of passion and submission in a sinner who has been 
thrust out from the human community on which those virtues 
depend for their reality and function. In this essential feminine 
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attribute, the working of her moral sensibility through her feelings 
rather than her thought, she bears a strong general resemblance to 
Milton's Eve (who is, however, more delicately conceived).* She is 
* * * a charmin^y real woman whose abundant sexuality, ‘^whatever 
hypocrites austerely talk,” was the characteristic and valuable 
endowment of her sex. 

In consequence of her ostracism, Hester's life turned, ''in a great 
measure, from passion and feeling, to thought”; she ''wandered 
without a clew in the dark labyrinth of mind.” Reflecting bitterly 
upon her own experience, she was convinced equally of the injustice 
and the hopelessness of a woman's position in society: 

Was existence worth accepting, even to the happiest among 
them? As concerned her own individual existence, she had long 
‘ ago decided in the negative. ... [A woman who considers what 
reforms are desirable discerns] a hopeless task before her. As a 
first step, the whole system of society is to be tom down, and built 
up anew. Then, the very nature of the opposite sex, or its long 
hereditary habit, which has become like nature, is to be essen¬ 
tially modified, before woman can be allowed to assume what 
seems a fair and suitable position. Finally, all other difficulties 
being obviated, woman cannot take advantage of these prelim¬ 
inary reforms, until she herself shall have undergone a still might¬ 
ier change; in which, perhaps, the ethereal essence, wherein she 
has her truest life, will be found to have evaporated. 

Although Hawthorne to some degree sympathized with Hester's 
rebellious mood, he did not, as Stuart P. Sherman averred, represent 
her as "a free spirit liberated in a moral wilderness,” but as a 
human derelict who "wandered, without rule or guidance, in a 
moral wilderness.” "A woman never overcomes these problems by 
any exercise of thought,” and Hester's teachers—"Shame, Despair, 
Solitude!”—^had "taught her much amiss.” 'Thus, unfiitted by her 
intense femininity for intellectual speculations, as well as by her iso¬ 
lation from the common experience of mankind, which rectifies 
aberrant thought, she unwomaned herself and deluded herself with 
mistaken notions. 

The pathetic moral interdependence of persons is strikingly illus¬ 
trated in the relations of Hester, Dimmesdale, and little Pearl. Dim- 
mesdale acceded to Hester's plan of elopement because his will was 
enfeebled and he needed her resolution and affection to support 
him, but he was well aware that her proposals would be spiritually 
fatal to them. He evaded this death of the soul by the grace of 
Cod, who granted him in his death hour the strength to confess 
and deliver himself from the untruth which threatened his spiritual 

3. la John Milton's great epic poem, Paradise Lest (1667). {Sditer.} 
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extinction. His dramatic escape fortuitously prevented Hester from 
surrending her soul to mere nature in Bight from her unhappiness. 
The rescue of her soul is as much a matter of accident as the ship¬ 
wreck of her happiness had been. It is one of the truest touches of 
Hawthorne's art that Hester was not reclaimed to piety by the edi¬ 
fying spectacle of Dimmesdale's death in the Lord but that persist¬ 
ent in error, even as he expired in her arms breathing hosannas, she 
frantically insisted that her sole hope of happiness lay in personal 
reunion with him—^in heaven, if not on earth. 

One channel of moral affection in her life, however, had never 
been clogged—her love for little Pearl. This had sustained her in 
her long solitude by affording a partial outlet for her emotions, and 
Hawthorne’s rather perfunctory and improbable “Conclusion” 
informs us that, when she had abated her resentment at being frus¬ 
trated of worldly happiness, the affection between her and little 
Pearl drew her into a state of pious resignation and thus served as a 
means of positive redemption. 

In the last analysis, the error for which Hester suffered was her 
too-obstinate supposition that human beings had a right to happi¬ 
ness. “Hester’s tragedy came upon her in consequence of excessive 
yielding to her own heart.Hawthorne remarked in his notebooks 
that “happiness in this world, if it comes at all, comes incidentally. 
Make it the object of pursuit, and it leads us a wild-goose chase, 
and is never attained.” The proper pursuit of man, he thought, was 
not happiness but a virtuous life; he inherited the Puritan convic¬ 
tion that 

the good which God seeks and accomplishes is the display of 
infinite being, a good which transcends the good of finite existence. 
If the misery of the sinner is conducive to such a display, which 
it must be because sinners are in fact miserable, then it is just 
and good that sinners should be punished with misery.^ 

Although we are expected to love and pity Hester, we are not 
invited to condone her fault or to construe it as a virtue. More a 
victim of circumstances than a wilful wrongdoer, she is nevertheless 
to be held morally responsible. In her story Hawthorne intimates 
that, tangled as human relationships are and must be, no sin ever 
issues solely from the intent and deed of the individual sinner, but 
that it issues instead from a complicated interplay of motives of 
which he is the more or less willing instrument. Even so, however 
strong, insidious, and unforeseeable the influences and compulsions 
which prompted his sin, in any practicable system of ethics the 
sinner must be held individually accountable for it. This is harsh 

4. F. O. Matthiessen, Americam Renais- S. Haroutunian, p. 144. 

Since (New York, 1941), p. 348. 
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doctrine, but there is no escape from it short of unflinching repudia¬ 
tion of the moral ideas which give man his tragic and lonely dignity 
in a world in which all things except himself seem insensate and all 
actions except his own seem mechanical. The Puritans were no 
more illogical in coupling the assumption of moral determinism 
with the doctrine of individual responsibility to God than is our 
own age in conjoining theories of biological and economic deter¬ 
minism with the doctrine of individual responsibility to society. The 
Puritan escaped from his inconsistency by remarking that God 
moves in a mysterious way; we justify ours by the plea of expe¬ 
diency. Hawthorne, however, was content merely to pose the prob¬ 
lem forcibly in the history of Hester Prynne. 


RICHARD HARTER FOGLE 
[Realms of Being and Dramatic Irony] t 


The problem of The Scarlet Letter can be solved only by in¬ 
troducing the supernatural level of heaven, the sphere of absolute 
knowledge and justice and—hesitantly-—of complete fulfillment. 
This may seem to be another paradox, and perhaps a disappointing 
one. Without doubt The Scarlet Letter pushes towards the limit 
of moral judgment, suggesting many possible conclusions. It is even 
relentless in its search in the depths of its characters. There is yet, 
however, a point beyond which Hawthorne will not go; ultimate 
solutions are not appropriate in the merely human world.* * * 
Tliere are four states of being in Hawthorne: one subhuman, 
two human, and one superhuman. The first is Nature, which comes 
to our attention in The Scarlet Letter twice. It appears first in the 
opening chapter, in the wild rosebush which stands outside the 
blackbrowed Puritan jail, and whose blossoms "might be imagined to 
offer their fragrance and fragile beauty to the prisoner as he went in, 
and to the condemned criminal as he came forth to his doom, in 
token that the deep heart of Nature could pity and be kind to him.” 
The second entrance of Nature comes in the forest scene, where it 
sympathizes with the forlorn lovers and gives them hope. "Such was 
the sympathy of Nature—that wild, heathen Nature of the forest, 
never subjugated by human law, nor illumined by higher truth. 

. . ." The sentence epitomizes both the virtues of Nature and its 

t From Hawthorne’s Fiction: The Litht (Norman: University of Oklahoma 
and the Darh by Richard Harter Fogle Press, 1952). pp. 10^18. 
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inadequaqr. In itself good, Nature is not a sufficient support for 
human beings. 

The human levels are represented by Hawthorne’s distinction 
between Heart and Head. The heart is closer to nature, the head to 
the supernatural. The heart may err by lapsing into nature, which 
means, since it has not the innocence of nature, into corrilption. 
The danger of the head lies in the opposite direction. It aspires to 
be superhuman, and is likely to dehumanize itself in the attempt 
by violating the human limit. Dimmesdale, despite his considerable 
intellect, is predominantly a heart character, and it is through the 
heart that sin has assailed him, in a burst of passion which over¬ 
powered both religion and reason. The demoniac Chillingworth is 
of the head, a cold experimenter and thinker. It is fully representa¬ 
tive of Hawthorne’s general emphasis that Chillingworth’s spiritual 
ruin is complete. Hester Prynne is a combination of head and heart, 
with a preponderance of head. Her original sin is of passion, but its 
consequences expose her to the danger of absolute mental isolation. 
The centrifugal urge of the intellect is counteracted in her by her 
duty to her daughter Pearl, the product of the sin, and by her 
latent love for Dimmesdale. Pearl herself is a creature of nature, 
most at home in the wild forest; ”... the mother-forest, and these 
wild things which it nourished, all recognized a kindred wildness in 
the human child.” She is made human by Dimmesdale’s confession 
and death: ”The great scene of grief, in which the wild infant bore a 
part, had developed all her sympathies. . . .” 

'The fourth level, the superhuman or heavenly, will perhaps 
merely be confused by elaborate dchnition. It is the sphere of ab¬ 
solute insight, justice, and mercy. Few of Hawthorne’s tales and 
romances can be adequately considered without taking it into ac¬ 
count. As Mark Van Doren has recently emphasized, it is well to 
remember Hawthorne’s belief in immortality. It is because of the 
very presence of the superhuman in Hawthorne’s thinking that the 
destinies of his chief characters are finally veiled in ambiguity. He 
respects them as he would have respected any real person by re^ 
fusing to pass the last judgment, by leaving a residue of mysterious 
individuality untouched. The whole truth is not for a fellow human 
to declare. 

These four states are not mutually exclusive. Without the touch 
of nature human life would be too bleak. The Puritans of The 
Scarlet Letter are deficient in nature, and they are consequently 
dour and ovenighteous. Something of the part that nature might 
play in the best human life is suggested in the early chapters of 
The Marble Fdun, particularly through the character Donatello.^ 


1. One of the four chief characters in nature who both resembles and acts like 

the novel, characterised before he mur- a simple, carefree faun. [Editor.] 

ders his iover’s tormenter as a child of 
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The defects of either Heart or Head in a state of isolation'have al> 
ready been mentioned. And without some infusion of superhuman 
meaning into the spheres of the human, life would be worse than 
bestial. Perhaps only one important character in all of Hawthorne’s 
works finds it possible to dispense completely with heaven— 
Westervelt, of The Blithedale Komance —^and he is essentially dia- 
bolic. In some respects the highest and the lowest of these levels ate 
most closely akin, as if their relationship were as points of a circle. 
The innocence of nature is like the innocence of heaven. It is at 
times, when compared to the human, like the Garden before the 
serpent, like heaven free of the taint of evil. Like infancy, however, 
nature is a stage which man must pass through, whereas his des> 
tination is heaven. The juxtaposition of highest and lowest never¬ 
theless involves difficulties, when perfect goodness seems equivalent 
■ to mere deprivation and virtue seems less a matter of choosing 
than of being untempted. 

The intensity of The Scarlet Letter^ at which Hawthorne himself 
was dismayed, comes from concentration, selection, and dramatic 
irony. The concentration upon the central theme is unremitting. 
The tension is lessened only once, in the scene in the forest, and 
then only delusively, since the hope of freedom which brings it 
about is quickly shown to be false and even sinful. The characters 
play out their tragic action against a background in itself oppressive 
—the somber atmosphere of Puritanism. Hawthorne calls the 
progression of the story ‘’the darkening close of a tale of human 
frailty and sorrow.” Dark to begin with, it grows steadily deeper in 
gloom. The method is almost unprecedentedly selective. Almost 
every image has a symbolic function; no scene is superfluous. One 
would perhaps at times welcome a loosening of the structure, a 
moment of wandering from the path. The weedy grassplot in front 
of the prison; the distorting reflection of Hester in a breastplate, 
where the'Scarlet Letter appears gigantic; the tapestry of David and 
Bathsheba on the wall of the minister’s chamber; the little brook in 
the forest; the slight malformation of Chillingworth’s shoulder; the 
ceremonial procession on election day—in every instance more is 
meant than meets the eye. 

The intensity of The Scarlet Letter comes in part from a sus¬ 
tained and rigorous dramatic irony, or irony of situation. This irony 
arises naturally from the theme of “secret sin,” or concealment. 
“Show freely of your worst,” says Hawthorne; the action of The 
Scarlet Letter arises from the failure of Dimmesdale and Chilling- 
worth to do so. The minister hides his sin, and Chillingworth hides 
his identity. This concealment affords a constant drama. There is 
the irony of Chapter III, “The Recognition,” in which Chilling- 
worth’s ignorance is suddenly and blindingly reversed. Separated 
from his wife by many vicissitudes, he comes upon her as she is 
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dramatically exposed to public infamy. From his instantaneous de¬ 
cision, symbolized by the lifting of his finger to his lips to hide his 
tie to her, he precipitates the further irony of his sustained hypocrisy. 

In the same chapter Hester is confronted with her felloW' 
adulterer, who is publicly called upon to persuade her as her spiritual 
guide to reveal his identity. Under the circumstances the situation 
is highly charged, and his words have a double meaning—one to 
the onlookers, another far different to Hester and the speaker him¬ 
self. “ ‘If thou feclest it to be for thy soul’s peace, and that thy 
earthly punishment will therefore be made more effectual to salva¬ 
tion, I charge thee to speak out the name of thy fellow-sinner and 
fellow-sufferer I’ ” 

From this scene onward Chillingworth, by living a lie, arouses a 
constant irony, which is also an ambiguity. With a slight shift in 
emphasis all his actions can be given a very different interpretation. 
Sera purely from without, it would be possible to regard him as 
completely blameless. Hester expresses this ambiguity in Chapter 
IV, after he has ministered to her sick baby, the product of her 
faithlessness, with tenderness and skill. “ ‘Thy acts are like mercy,’ ” 
said Hester, bewildered and appalled. ‘But thy words interpret thee 
as a terror!’ ” Masquerading as a physician, he becomes to Dimmes- 
dale a kind of attendant fiend, racking the minister’s soul with 
constant anguish. Yet outwardly he has done him nothing but 
good. “ ‘What evil have I done the man?’ asked Roger Chilling- 
worth again. ‘I tell thee, Hester Prynne, the richest fee that ever 
physician earned from monarch could not have bought such care 
as 1 have wasted on this miserable priest!’ ” Even when he closes 
the way to escape by proposing to take passage on the same ship 
with the fleeing lovers, it is possible to consider the action merely 
friendly. His endeavor at the end to hold Dimmesdale back from 
the saving scaffold is from one point of view reasonable and friend¬ 
like, although he is a devil struggling to snatch back an escaping 
soul. “ ‘All shall be well! Do not blacken your fame, and perish in 
dishonor! I can yet save you! Would you bring infamy on your 
sacred profession?’ ” Only when Dimmesdale has successfully re¬ 
sisted does Chillingworth openly reveal his purposes. With the 
physician the culminating irony is that in seeking to damn Dimmes¬ 
dale he has himself fallen into damnation. As he says in a moment 
of terrible self-knowledge, “ ‘A mortal man, with once a human 
heart, has become a fiend for his especial torment!’ ” The effect is 
of an Aristotelian reversal, where a conscious and deep-laid purpose 
brings about totally unforeseen and opposite results. Chillingworth’s 
relations with Dimmesdale have the persistent fascination of an al¬ 
most absolute knowledge and power working their will with a help¬ 
less victim, a fascination which is heightened by the minister’s 
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awareness of an evil close beside him which he cannot place. *'A1} 
this was accomplished with a subtlety so perfect that the minister, 
though he had constantly a dim perception of some evil influence 
watching over him, could never gain a knowledge of its actual 
nature.’' It is a classic situation wrought out to its fullest po¬ 
tentialities, in which the reader cannot help sharing the perverse 
pleasure of the villain. 

From the victim’s point of view the irony is still deeper, perhaps 
because we can participate still more fully in his response to it. 
Dimmesdale, a “remorseful hypocrite," is forced to live a perpetual 
lie in public. His own considerable talents for self-torture are sup¬ 
plemented by the situation as well as by the devoted efforts of Chill- 
ingworth. His knowledge is an agony. His conviction of sin is in 
exact relationship to the reverence in which his parishioners hold 
him. He grows pale and meager—it is the asceticism of a saint on 
earth; his effectiveness as a minister grows with his despair; he con¬ 
fesses the truth in his sermons, but transforms it “into the veriest 
falsehood" by the generality of his avowal and merely increases the 
adoration of his flock; every effort deepens his plight, since he will 
not—until the end—make the effort of complete self-revelation. His 
great election-day sermon prevails through anguish of heart; to his 
listeners divinely inspired, its power comes from its undertone of 
suffering, “the complaint of a human heart, sorrowladen, perchance 
guilty, telling its secret, whether of guilt or sorrow, to the great 
heart of mankind. . . .” While Chillingworth at last reveals himself 
fully, Dimmesdale’s secret is too great to be wholly laid bare. His 
utmost efforts are still partially misunderstood, and “highly re¬ 
spectable witnesses" interpret his death as a culminating act of holi¬ 
ness and humility. 

Along with this steady irony of situation there is the omnipresent 
irony of the hidden meaning. The author and the reader know 
what the characters do not. Hawthorne consistently pretends that 
the coincidence of the action or the image with its significance is 
merely fortuitous, not planned, lest the effect be spoiled by over¬ 
insistence. In other words, he attempts to combine the sufficiently 
probable with the maximum of arrangement. Thus the waxing and 
waning of sunlight in the forest scene symbolize the emotions of 
Hester and Dimmesdale, but we accept this coincidence most easily 
if we can receive it as chance. Hawthorne's own almost amused 
awareness of his problem helps us to do so. Yet despite the element 
of play and the deliberate self-deception demanded, the total effect 
is one of intensity. Hawthorne is performing a difficult feat with 
sustained virtuosity in reconciling a constant stress between naturally 
divergent qualities. 

'The character of Pearl illuminates this point. Pearl is pure sym- 
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bol, the living emblem of the sin, a human embodiment of the 
Scarlet Letter. Her mission is to keep Hester’s adultery always be¬ 
fore her eyes, to prevent her from attempting to escape its moral 
consequences. Pearl’s childish questions are fiendishly apt; in 
speech and in action she never strays from the control of her sym- 
Iwlic function; her dress and her looks are related to the letter. 
When Hester casts the letter away in the forest. Pearl forces her to 
leassume it by flying into an uncontrollable rage. Yet despite the 
undeviating arrangement of every circumstance which surrounds 
her, no single action of hers is ever incredible or inconsistent with 
the conceivable actions of any child under the same conditions. 
Given the central improbability of her undeviating purposiveness, 
she is as lifelike as the brilliantly drawn children of Richard 
Hughes’s The Innocent Voyage.^ 

These qualities of concentration, selectivity, and irony, which are 
responsible for the intensity of The Scarlet Letter, tend at their ex¬ 
treme toward excessive regularity and a sense of over-manipulation, 
although irony is also a counteragent against them. This tendency 
toward regularity is balanced by Hawthorne’s use of ambiguity. 
The distancing of the story in the past has the effect of ambiguity. 
Hawthorne so employs the element of time as to warn us that he 
cannot guarantee the literal truth of his narrative and at the same 
time to suggest that the essential truth is the clearer; as facts shade 
off into the background, meaning is left in the foreground un¬ 
shadowed and disencumbered. The years, he pretends, have win¬ 
nowed his material, leaving only what is enduring. Tradition and 
superstition, while he disclaims belief in them, have a way of point¬ 
ing to truth. 

Thus the imagery of hell-fire which occurs throughout The Scarlet 
Letter is dramatically proper to the Puritan background and is at¬ 
tributed to the influence of superstitious legend. It works as relief 
from more serious concerns and still functions as a symbol of psy¬ 
chological and religious truth. In Chapter III, as Hester is returned 
from the scaffold to the prison, “It was whispered, by those who 
peered after her, that the scarlet letter threw a lurid gleam along 
the dark passage-way of the interior.” The imagery of the letter may 
be summarized by quoting a later passage: 

The vulgar, who, in those dreary old times, were always con¬ 
tributing a grotesque horror to what interested their imaginations, 

had a story about the scarlet letter which we might readily work up 

into a terrific legend. They averred, that the symbol was not mere 

2. This 1929 novel, better known by profound changes in a group of children 
its second title, A High Wind in Ja~ lost in the Caribbean. [Jailor.] 
matca, is a psychological study of the 
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scarlet cloth, tineed in an earthly dye-pot, but was red-hot with 
infernal fire, and could be seen glowine all alight, whenever 
Hester Prynne walked abroad in fte ni^ttime. And we must 
needs say, it seared Hester’s bosom so deeply, that perhap there 
was more truth in the rumor than our modem incredulity may 
be inclined to admit. 

The lightness of Hawthorne’s tone lends relief and variety, while it 
nevertheless reveals the function of the superstition. ’The vulgar,” 
’’dreary old times,” ’’grotesque horror,” ’’work up into a terrific 
legend”—^his scorn is so heavily accented that it discounts itself and 
satirizes the ’’modem incredulity” of his affected attitude. The 
playful extrava^nce of ’’red-hot with infernal fire” has the same ef¬ 
fect. And the apparent begrudging of the concession in the final 
sentence—^”And we must needs say”—^lends weight to a truth so 
reluctantly admitted. 

Puritan demonology is in general used with the same effect. It 
has the pathos and simplicity of an old wives’ tale and yet contains 
a deep subtenanean power which reaches into daylight from the 
dark caverns of the mind. The Black Man of the unhallowed forest 
—^a useful counterbalance to any too-optimistic picture of nature— 
and the witchwoman Mistress Hibbins are cases in point. The latter 
is a concrete example of the mingled elements of the superstitious 
legend. Matter-of-factly, she is a Puritan lady of high rank, whose 
ominous reputation is accounted for by bad temper combined with 
insanity. As a witch, she is a figure from a child’s storybook, an ob¬ 
ject of delighted fear and mockery. Yet her fanciful extravagance 
covers a real malignity, and because of it she has an insight into the 
seaet of the letter. With one stroke she lays bare the disease in 
Dimmesdale, as one who sees evil alone but sees it with unmatched 
acuteness: ” ’When the Black Man sees one of his own servants, 
signed and sealed, so shy of owning to the bond as is the Reverend 
Mr. Dimmesdale, he hath a way of ordering matters so that the 
mark shall be disclosed to the eyes of all the world.’ ” 

This use of the past merges into a deep-seated ambiguity of 
moral meaning. Moral complexity and freedom of speculation, like 
the lighter ambiguity of literal fact, temper the almost excessive 
unity and symmetry of The Scarlet Letter and avoid a directed 
verdict. In my opinion the judgment of Hawthorne upon his char* 
acters is entirely clear, although deliberately limited in its jurisdic¬ 
tion. But he permits the possibility of other interpretations to ap¬ 
pear, so that the consistent darity of his own emphasis is disguised. 
Let us take for example the consideration of the hetmne in Chapter 
XIII, ’’Another View of Hester.” After seven years of disgrace, 
Hester has won the unwilling respect of her fellow-townsmen by 
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her good works and respectability of conduct. From one point of 
view she is clearly their moral superior: she has met rigorous auelty 
with kindness, arrogance with humility. Furthermore, living as she 
has in enforced isolation has greatly developed her mind. In her 
breadth of intellectual speculation she has freed herself from any 
dependence upon the laws of Puritan society. “She cast away the 
fragments of a broken chain.” She pays outward obedience to a 
system which has no further power upon her spirit. Under other 
conditions, Hawthorne suggests, she might at this juncture have 
become another Anne Hutchinson, the foundress of a religious sect, 
or a great early feminist. The author’s conclusions about these pos¬ 
sibilities, however, are specifically stated: “The scarlet letter had not 
done its office.” Hester is wounded and led astray, not improved, by 
her situation. Hawthorne permits his reader, if he wishes, to take his 
character from his control, to say that Hester Prynne is a great 
woman unhappily bom before her time, or that she is a good 
woman wronged by her fellow men. But Hawthorne is less con¬ 
fident. 


HYATT HOWE WAGGONER 
[Three Orders: Natural, Moral, and Symbolic] t 


In the three paragraphs of his opening chapter Hawthorne in¬ 
troduces the three chief symbols that will serve to give structure to 
the story on the thematic level, hints at the fourth, and starts two 
of the chief lines of imagery. The opening sentence suggests the 
darkness (“sad-colored," “gray”), the rigidity (“oak,” “iron”), and 
the aspiration (“steeple-crowned”) of the people “amongst whom 
religion and law were almost identical.” L^ter sentences add 
“weatherstains,” “a yet darker aspect,” and “gloomy” to the sug¬ 
gestions already begun through color imagery. The closing words 
of the chapter make the metaphorical use of color explicit: Haw¬ 
thorne hopes that a wild rose Inside the prison door may serve “to 
symbolize some sweet moral blossom, that may be found along the 


t From Hawthorne: A Critical Study Mass. The Itelknap Press of Harvard 
by Hyall H. Wagsoner (Cambridge, University Press, I9SS). 
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track, or relieve the darkening close of a tale of human frailty and 
sorrow.” 


Finally, in addition to the Puritans themselves, the jail before 
which they stand, and the weeds and the rose, one other object, 
and only one, is mentioned in this first chapter. In the only gen- 
eralized comment in a chapter otherwise devoted to objective de¬ 
scription, Hawthorne tells us that ”The founders of a new colony, 
whatever Utopia of human virtue and happiness they might orig¬ 
inally project, have invariably recognized it among their earliest 
practical necessities to allot a portion of the virgin soil as a cemetery, 
and another as the site of a prison.” The three climactic scenes of 
the novel take place before the scaffold in front of the prison. The 
cemetery, by contrast, remains in the background. We are not 
allowed to forget it, we learn that Chillingworth has a special in¬ 
terest in it, but we are not encouraged to make it the center of our 
attention until the end, when it moves into the foreground as the 
site of the tombstone with the strange insaiption. 

The cemetery, the prison, and the rose, with their associated 
values and the extensions of suggestion given them by the image 
patterns that intersect them, as the ugliest weeds are later dis¬ 
covered growing out of graves, suggest a symbolic pattern within 
which nearly everything that is most important in the novel may 
be placed. The cemetery and the prison are negative values, in 
some sense evils. The rose is a positive value, beautiful, in some 
sense a good. But the cemetery and the prison are not negative in 
the same sense: death, “the last great enemy,” is a natural evil, 
resulting as some theologies would have it from moral evil but 
distinguished by coming to saint and sinner alike; the prison is a 
reminder of the present actuality of moral evil. Natural and moral 
evil, then, death and sin, are here suggested. The rose is “good” in 
the same sense in which the cemetery is an “evil”: its beauty is 
neither moral nor immoral but is certainly a positive value. Like 
the beauty of a healthy child or an animal, it is the product not of 
choice but of necessity, of the laws of its being, so that it can be 
admired but not judged. Pearl, later in the story, is similarly im¬ 
mune from judgment. There is no strong suggestion of moral good¬ 
ness in this first chapter, nor will there be in what is to follow. The 
cemetery and the weeds contrast with the rose, but only the sugges¬ 
tions of worship in the shape of the hats of the Puritans contrast 
with the prison, and those steeple-crowned hats are gray, a color 
which later takes on strongly negative associations. 

Among the ideas implicit in the opening chapter, then, are, first, 
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that the novd is to be concerned with the relationships of good and 
evil; second, that it will distinguish between two typa of good and 
evil; and, third, that moral good will be less strongly felt than moral 
and natural evil. A symmetrical pattern is theoretically su^ested 
here, and as we shall see, in the rest of the novel. But what is ac¬ 
tually felt is an asymmetrical pattern, an imbalance, in which ^e 
shapes of moral and natural evil loom so large as to make it dif¬ 
ficult to discern, or to “believe in” once we have discerned, the 
reality of moral goodness or redemption. The rose, in short, is 
finally not sufficient to relieve “the darkening close of a tale of hu¬ 
man frailty and sorrow.” The celestial radiance later seen gleaming 
from the white hair of Mr. Wilson is not sufficient either, nor the 
snowy innocence said to exist in the bosoms of certain maidens. In 
writing The Scarlet Letter Hawthorne let his genius take its course, 
and deadi and sin turned out to be more convincing than life and 
goodness. 


The “burdock, pigweed, apple-peru, and such unsightly vegeta¬ 
tion” growing beside the prison, that “black flower of civilized 
society,” where grass should have been, begin the flower and weed 
imagery, which, in some thirty images and extended analogies, re¬ 
inforces and extends the implications of the imagery of color and 
light. Since these implications have already been drawn out, I shall 
simply call attention briefly to four relationships Hawthorne has 
set up. 

First, and most clearly, the unnatural flowers and unsighdy 
vegetation are aligned with moral evil, and with Chillingworth in 
particular. He too with his deformity is “unsightly.” Low, dark, and 
ugly, he suggests to some people the notion that his step must 
wither the grass wherever he walks. The sun seems not to fall on 
him but to aeate “a circle of ominous shadow moving along with 
his deformity.” It is natural enough then to find him explicitly as¬ 
sociated with “deadly nightshade” and other types of “vegetable 
wickedness,” to see him displaying a “dark, flabby leaf” found 
growing out of a grave, and to hear that prominent among the herbs 
he has gathered are some “black weeds” that have “sprung up out 
of a buried heart.” When his <*vil work was done “he positively 
withered up, shriveled away . . . like an uprooted weed that lies 
wilting in the sun.” Flower and weed imagery unites with light and 
color imagery to define Chillingworth's position as that of the chi^ 
sinner. 

But Chillingwortfa is not the only one so aligned. Less em¬ 
phatically, the Puritans themselves are associated with weeds and 
blade flowers. The implications of color imagery first set up the 
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association: as their “Puritanic gloom” increases in the second 
generation to “the blackest shade of Puritanism,” we begin to see 
them as cousins to the “nightshade” and so are prepared for Pearl's 
pretense that the weeds she attacks in her solitary games are 
Puritan children. Accustomed to her apparently infallible instinct 
for the truth, we see in her game something more than childish 
imagination. 

The second relationship deserving of note also starts in the first 
chapter. We recall Hawthorne’s saying of the wild rose-bush in 
bloom beside the prison that he hoped it might “relieve the darken¬ 
ing close” of his tale. No “sweet moral blossom" plays any sig¬ 
nificant part in the main story, but the happy fortune of Pearl, 
related in the concluding chapter, does offer a contrast with the 
“frailty and sorrow" of the tale proper. Thus Pearl's final role is 
foreshadowed in the first chapter. But Hawthorne does not wait 
until the end to make this apparent. He constantly associates her 
not only with the scarlet letter on her mother’s dress but with the 
red rose. The rose bears “delicate gems” and Pearl is the red-clad 
“gem” of her mother’s bosom. Her flowerlike beauty is frequently 
underscored. And naturally so, for we are told that she had sprung, 
“a lovely and immortal flower," out of the “rank luxuriance" of a 
guilty passion. 

The position thus defined is repeatedly emphasized. Pearl cries 
for a red rose in the governor’s garden. She answers the catechetical 
question who made her by declaring that she had not been made 
at all but “had been plucked by her mother of! the bush of wild 
roses that grew by the prison door." She decorates her hair with 
flowers, which are said to become her perfectly. She is reflected in 
the pool in “all the brilliant picturesqueness of her beauty, in its 
adornment of flowers." Her “flower-girdled and sunny image" has 
all the glory of a “bright flower." Pearl is a difficult child, capri¬ 
cious, unintentionally cruel, unfeeling in her demand for truth, 
but she has both the “naturalness” and the beauty of the rose, 
and like the rose she is a symbol of love and promise. 

These are the associations Hawthorne most carefully elaborates, 
but there are two others worth noting briefly. Weeds or “black 
flowers" are on several occasions associated with Hester. The most 
striking instance of this occurs when Pearl pauses in the graveyard 
to pick “burrs" and arrange them “along the lines of the scarlet 
letter that decorated the maternal bosom, to which the burrs, as 
their nature was, tenaciously adhered." The burrs are like Pearl in 
acting according to nature, and what they suggest in their clinging 
cannot be wholly false. Hester implicitly acknowledges the truth 
of what the burrs have revealed when she suggests to Dirnmesdale 
that they let the “black flower" of their love “blossom as it may.” 
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But a more frequent and impressive association is set up between 
Hester and normal flowers. Even the badge of her shame, the token 
of her **guilty’' love, is thus associated with natural beauty. The 
scarlet letter is related to the red rose from the very beginning. As 
Hester stands before her judges in the opening scenes, the sun 
shines on just two spots of vivid color in all that massed black, 
brown, and gray: on the rose and the letter, both red. The em^ 
broidery with which she decorates the letter further emphasizes the 
likeness, so that when Pearl throws flowen at her mother’s badge 
and they hit the mark, we share her sense that this is appropriate. 
Burrs and flowers seem to have an afEnity for Hester’s letter. Haw¬ 
thorne was too much of a Protestant to share the Catholic attitude 
toward ^’natural law”: the imagery here suggests that moral law 
and nature’s ways do not perfectly coincide, or run parallel on 
different levels; they cross, perhaps at something less than a right 
angle. At the point of their crossing the lovers’ fate is determined. 
No reversal of the implied moral judgment is suggested when na¬ 
ture seems to rejoice at the reaffirmed love of the pair in the forest: 
“Such was the sympathy of Nature—that wild, heathen Nature of 
the forest, never subjugated to human law, nor illumined by higher 
truth—with the bliss of these two spirits! Love, whether newly 
bom, or aroused from a death-like slumber, must always create a 
sunshine.” 

Hester’s emblem, then, points to a love both good and bad. The 
ambiguity of her gray robes and dark glistening hair, her black 
eyes and bright complexion, is thus emphasized by the flower and 
weed imagery. As Chillingworth is associated with weeds. Pearl with 
flowers, and Dimmesdale with no natural growing thing at all, so 
Hester walks her ambiguous way between burdock and rose, neither 
of which is alone sufEcient to define her nature and her position. 


The Scarlet Letter is the most nearly static of all Hawthorne’s 
novels. There is very little external action. We can see one of the 
evidences for this, and perhaps also one of the reasons for it, when 
we compare the amount of space Hawthorne devotes to exposition 
and description with the amount he devotes to narration. It is like¬ 
wise true, in a sense not yet fully explored, that on the deepest 
level of meaning the novel has only an ambiguous movement. But 
in between the surface and the depths movement is constant and 
complex, and it is in this middle area that the principal value of 
the work lies. 

The movement may be conceived as being up and down the 
lines of natural and moral value, lines which, if they were to be 
represented in a diagram, should be conceived as crossing to form 
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an X. Thus, most obviously, Hester's rise takes her from low on the 
line of moral value, a ''scarlet woman" guilty a sin black in the 
eyes of the Puritans, to a position not too remote from Mr. Wil¬ 
son’s, as she becomes a sister of mercy and the light of the sick¬ 
room: this when we measure by the yardstick of community ap¬ 
proval. When we apply a standard of measurement less relativistic— 
and all but tiie most consistent ethical relativists vtill do so, con¬ 
sciously or unconsciously, thoughtfully or unthoughtfully—^we are 
also likely to find that there has been a "rise." I suppose most of 
us will agree, whatever our religion or philosophy may be, that 
Hester has gained in stature and dignity by enduring and tran¬ 
scending suffering, and that she has grown in awareness of social 
responsibility. Like all tragic protagonists, she has demonstrated the 
dignity and potentialities of man, even in her defeat. 

Dimmesdale is a more complicated, though less admirable and 
sympathetic, figure. He first descends from his original position as 
the saintly guide and inspiration of the godly to the position he 
occupies during the greater part of the novel as very nearly the 
worst of the sinners in his hypocrisy and cowardice, then re- 
ascends by his final act of courageous honesty to a position some¬ 
where in between his reputation for light and his reality of dark¬ 
ness. He emerges at last, that is, into the light of day, if only 
dubiously into that shining from the celestial city. We cannot help 
feeling, I think, that if he had had any help he might have emerged 
from the darkness much sooner. 

As for Chillingworth, he of course descends, but not to reascend. 
As in his injured pride and inhuman curiosity he devotes himself to 
prying into the minister’s heart, whatever goodness had been his— 
which had always been negative, the mere absence of overt evil— 
disappears and pride moves into what had been a merely cold 
heart, prompting to revenge and displacing intellectual curiosity, 
which continues only as a rationalization, a "good" reason serving 
to distract attention from the real one. He becomes a moral monster 
who feeds only on another’s torment, divorced wholly from the 
sources of life and goodness. He is eloquent testimony to the belief 
that Hawthorne shared with Shakespeare and Melville, among 
others: that it is possible for man to make evil his good. 

Thus the three principal characters move up and down the scale 
of moral values in a kind of counterpoint: Chillingworth clearly 
down, Hester ambiguously up, Dimmesdale in both directions, first 
down, then up, to end somewhere in the center. But this is not the 
end of the matter. Because there are obscure but real relationships, 
if only of analogy, between the moral and the natural (lam using 
"natural” in the sense of those aspects of existence studied by the 
natural sciences, which do not include the concept of freedom of 
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choice among their working principles or their assumptions), be¬ 
cause there are relations between the moral and the natural, the 
movements of the characters up and down the scale of moral values 
involve them in symbolic movements on the scale of natural values. 
The moral journeys are, in fact, as we have abundantly seen, largely 
suggested by physical imagery. Chillingworth becomes blacker and 
more twisted as he becomes more evil. Hester's beauty withers under 
the scorching brand, then momentarily reasserts itself in the forest 
scene, then disappears again. Dimmesdale becomes paler and walks 
more frequently in the shadow as his torment increases and his sin 
is multiplied. 

But the moral changes are not simply made visible by the changes 
in the imagery: in their turn they require the visible changes and 
determine their direction. The outstanding example of this is of 
course Chillingworth’s transformation. As we infer the potential 
evil in him from the snake imagery, the deformity, and the darkness 
associated with him when we first see him, so later his dedication 
to evil as his good suggests the "fancy” of the lurid flame in his 
eyes and the "notion” that it would be appropriate if he blasted the 
beauty of nature wherever he walked. So too the minister’s moral 
journey suggests to the minds of the people both the red stigma 
which some think they see over his heart and the red A in the sky, 
with its ambiguous significance of angel or adultery. The total 
structure of the novel implies that the relation between fact and 
value is never simple: that neither is reducible to the other, yet 
that they are never wholly distinct. 

All three of the chief characters, in short, exist on both of our 
crossed lines, the moral and the natural. They are seen in two 
perspectives, not identical but obscurely related. Pearl’s situation, 
however, is somewhat different. She seems not to exist on the moral 
line at all. She is an object of natural beauty, a flower, a gem, in¬ 
stinctively trusted by the wild creatures of the forest. She is as in¬ 
capable of deceit or dishonesty as nature itself, and at times as un¬ 
sympathetic. She is not good or bad, because she is not respon¬ 
sible. Like tlie letter on her mother's breast, she is an emblem of 
sin. Like the red spot over the minister’s heart, she is also a result 
of sin. But she is not herself a moral agent. Even when she tor¬ 
ments her mother with her demands for the truth, or refuses to 
acknowledge the minister until he acknowledges them, she is not 
bad, she is merely natural. She is capricious with an animal’s, or 
a small child’s, lack of understanding of the human situation and 
consequent lack of responsiveness to emotions which it cannot 
understand. 

Pearl is more than a picture of an intelligent and willful child 
drawn in part from Hawthorne’s observations of his daughter Una: 
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she is a symbol of what the human being would be if his situatum 
were simpliSed by his existing on the natural plane only, as a 
creature. Hawthorne tells us tlrat Pearl is potentially an immortal 
soul, but actually, at least before the ^‘Conclusion,’' she seems 
more nearly a bir^ a flower, or a ray of sunlight. Because of diis 
“naturalness,” this simplification, she can reach the patches of sun* 
light in die forest when Hester cannot: she is first cousin to the 
sunli^t in moral neutrality as well as in brightness. From one 
point of view it seems curious that most readers find it harder to 
“believe in” Pearl than in any other major character in the book 
except perhaps in Chillingworth in his last stages, for Pearl is die 
only character drawn from Hawthorne’s immediate experience with 
a living person. If the naturalistic aesthetic of the late nineteendi 
century were a conect description of the nature and processes of art; 
we should expect to find Pearl Hawthorne’s most “real” character. 
That she is not (though it is easy to exaggerate her “unreality”) is 
I suspect partly the result of the drastic simplification of life Haw¬ 
thorne has here indulged in, in giving Pearl existence only on the 
natural plane. He has surely exaggerated a child’s incapacity for 
moral action, its lack of involvement in the demands of right and 
wrong, and so has produced in Pearl the only important character 
in the book who constantly comes close to being an abstraction. In 
creating Pearl, Hawthorne wrote partly out of the currents of 
primitivism of his age, suppressing or refusing to extend his normal 
insights, much as he made an exception to his convictions about 
the nature of the human heart when he created his blonde maidens, 
who are equally hard to “believe in,” and for rather similar reasons. 
Oversimplified conceptions of experience cannot be made con¬ 
vincing. 

Since “history” is created by the interaction of natural conditions 
and human choice, there is a significant sense in which Pearl has 
no history in the story. She moves in and out of the foreground, 
a bright spot of color in a gloomy scene, serving to remind Hester 
of her sin and the reader of the human condition by the absence 
of one of its two poles in her being, but never becoming herself 
fully human. In the final scaffold scene Hawthorne shows us Pearl 
weeping for the first time and tells us that her tears “were the 
pledge that she would grow up amid human joy and sorrow, nor 
forever do battle with the world, but be a woman in it.” In the 
“Conclusion,” when Hawthorne gives us a glimpse of the years 
following the real end of his tale in the minister’s confession, he 
suggests that Pearl grew to happy womanhood abroad. If so, she 
must have taken her place with Hester and Dimmesdale and 
Chillingworth in the realm of moral values, making her history and 
being made by it. 
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But the others, including the Puritan populace, have histories and 
are involved in the larger movements o( history created by all of 
them together existing in nature as creatures and moral beings. 
Hester might not have ccnnmitted adultery had Chillingworth had 
a warmer heart, or perhaps even had he been younger or less de¬ 
formed. He might not have fallen from a decent moral neutrjility 
to positive vice had she not first fallen. Hester is forced to become 
stronger because the minister is so weak, and he gains strength by 
contact with her strength when they meet again in the forest. Chill¬ 
ingworth is stimulated by his victim’s helplessness to greater ex¬ 
cesses of torment and sin, and the Puritan women around the scaf¬ 
fold are stirred by Hester’s youth and beauty to greater cruelty than 
was implicit in their inquisition anyway. History as conceived in 
The Scarlet Letter is complex, dynamic, ambiguous; it is never 
static or abstractly linear, as both simple materialism and simple 
moralism tend to picture it. St. Paul’s “We are members one of 
another’’ could be taken as a text to be illustrated by the histories 
of human hearts recounted in the novel. 

Yet with all this complex movement on two planes, with all this 
richness, this density, of history, when we ask ourselves the final 
questions of meaning and value we find the movement indecisive 
or arrested in one direction, continuing clearly only in the other. 
The Puritan people and Chillingworth are condemned, but are 
Hester and Dimmesdale redeemed? It is significant in this con¬ 
nection that Pearl’s growth into womanhood takes place after the 
end of the story proper. It is also significant that though Hester 
bore her suffering nobly, it is not clear that she ever repented; and 
that, though he indulged in several kinds of penance, it is possible 
to doubt that the minister ever did. * * * 

There is, then, despite Hester’s rise, no certainty of final release 
from evil or of the Idnd of meaning to be found in tragedy, no 
well-grounded hope of escape from their sin for the sinners. The 
minister’s dying words and the legend engraved on the tombstone 
both seem to me to make this clear. We recall the scene of the 
dance on the graves in “Alice Doane’s Appeal.’’* Here is a vision 
of history containing judgment but not mercy, condemnation but 
not forgiveness, sin and suffering but no remission, no “newness of 
life.’’ If, as someone has suggested, the heraldic wording of the 
gravestone’s inscription contains the possible suggestion that, just 
as the stigma of bastardy was wiped out by being emblazoned as 
the bar sinister on the noble escutcheon, so the sinfulness of the 
adultery was removed by being thus permanently acknowledged, 
the suggestion is surely not strongly supported by what has pre- 

1. In this tale, published in 183S but “a miserable multitude" of sinful souls 
written several years earlier, Hawthorne wracked by "intolerable pain and hell- 
presents a vision of the dead solely as ish passion." [Editor.} 
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ceded. Hawthorne, iq this respect a man of his age, never formu¬ 
lated his religious feelings and attitudes into any clear-cut theology. 
If he had done so, he might have been puzzled the question of 
how central and significant a place to give to the Atonement. 

In this final theological sense then the work is static. On the 
natural plane, beauty and ugliness, red rose and pigweed, equally 
exist with indisputable redity. But on the moral plane, only evil 
and suffering are really vivid and indisputable. Hawthorne’s con¬ 
stant exception to his ordinary characterization of the human 
heart, the spotless, lily-like hearts of pure maidens, will hardly bear 
looking into. The light around Mr. Wilson’s head shines too 
weakly to penetrate far into the surrounding gloom. And the only 
light into which Dimmesdale certainly emerges is the light of 
common day. The novel is structured around the metaphor of 
bringing the guilty seaet from the black depths of the heart out 
into the light. But it is suggestive not only of what went on in his 
own heart but of the pove^ both of the Puritanism of which he 
wrote and of the Unitarianism which Puritanism became and 
which Hawthorne knew at first hand that Hawthorne could con¬ 
ceive of the need but not the existence or the nature of any 
further step. After confession, what then? *‘No great wrong is ever 
undone.” Surely being “true,” the one moral among many, as 
Hawthorne tells us, that he chose to underscore, is not enough. 
The Scarlet Letter sprang from Hawthorne’s heart, not from his 
head. 

The dominant symbols, to return to the first chapter once more, 
are the cemetery, the prison, and the rose. The religious idealism 
suggested by the steeplencrowned hats is ineffective, positively per¬ 
verted even, as the man of adamant’s sincere piety was perverted 
by his fanaticism. The clearest tones in the book are the black of 
the prison and the weeds and the grave, and the redness of the 
letter and the rose, suggesting moral and natural evil and natural 
goodness, but not moral goodness. “On a field, sable, the letter A, 
gules.” Of the literal and figurative light, one, the sunlight, is 
strong and positive, while the other, shining, as St. John tells us, 
from the Light of the World, falls fitfully and dimly over minor 
characters or is posited in mere speculative possibility. 

The Scarlet Letter, then, like the majority of the best tales, 
suggests that Hawthorne’s vision of death was a good deal stronger 
and more constant than his vision of life.^ This is indeed, as Haw¬ 
thorne calls it, a dark tale, and its mesh of good and evil is not 


2. W. Stacey Johnson has marshaled 
considerable evidence for the contrary 
view in his “Sin and Salvation in Haw¬ 
thorne,” The Hibbert Journal, October 
1951. My comment on the argument of 
a part of this excellent article is that, 


while it is true that Hawthorne believed 
in the possibility of redemption, he did 
not “believe in it” in the same way, 
with the same kind of conviction, that 
he believed in sin and death. 
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equaHy strong in all its parts. Hawthorne was right in not wanting 
to be judged as a man solely by it» though I think he must have 
known, as we do, that it is his greatest book. For in it tiiexe is 
perfect charity, and a real, though defective, feith, but almost no 
hope. Unlike most of us today, Hawthorne was close enough to 
historic Christianity to know its main dogmas, even those he did 
not fully share. He preferred not to seem to be denying so central 
a part of the Christian Gospel as that men can be saved from 
thdr sins. 


R. W. B. LEWIS 
The Return into Time: Hawthomet 

• * 4 > 

The isolated hero “alone in a hostile, or at best a neutral, uni> 
verse" begins to replace the Adamic personality in the New World 
Eden. The essential continuity of American fiction explains itself 
through this historic transformation whereby the Adamic fable 
yielded to what 1 take to be the authentic American narrative. For 
much of that fable remained in the later narrative: the individual 
going forth toward experience, the inventor of his own character 
and creator of his personal history; the self-moving individual who 
is made to confront that “other"—the world or society, the element 
which provides experience. But as we move from Cooper to Haw¬ 
thorne, the situation very notably darkens; qualities of evil and fear 
and destructiveness have entered; self-sufficiency is questioned 
through terrible trials; and the stage is set for tragedy. The solitary 
hero and the alien tribe; “the simple genuine self against the whole 
world"—this is still the given, for the American novelist. The 
variable is this: the novelist’s sense of the initial tension—whether 
it is comforting, or whether it is potentially tragic; whether the 
tribe promises love, or whether it promises death. 

Hawthorne was perhaps the first American writer to detect the 
inevitable doubleness in the tribal promise. For he was able by 
temperament to give full and feir play to both parties in the agon:^ 
to the hero and to the tribe as well. And, having done so, he 
penetrated to the pattern of action —a pattern of escape and re¬ 
turn, at once tragic and hopeful—which was likely to flow from the 

t From Tke American Adam: Inna- 1955), pp. 111-16. 

cence. Tragedy, and Tradition m fAe 1. The conflict between the chief chnr- 

ffineteentk Century, by R.W.B. Lewie ecters. [fiditor^ 

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
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situation as given. In addition^ Hawthorne felt very deeply the 
intimacy between experience and art, and he enacted a change as 
well in the resources and methods of the narrative art: something 
which mirrored, even while it articulated, his heroes' and heroines' 
adventures. Finally, it was Hawthorne who saw in American ex> 
perience the re-creation of the story of Adam and who, more than 
any other contemporary, exploited the active metaphor of the 
American as Adam—^before and during and after the Fall. These 
are the three aspects of Hawthorne that I shall consider. 

1 

The opening scene of The Scarlet Letter is the paradigm dramatic 
image in American literature. With that scene and that novel. New 
World fiction arrived at its first fulfilment, and Hawthorne at his. 
And with that scene, all that was dark and treacherous in the Amer* 
ican situation became exposed. Hawthorne said later that the writ¬ 
ing of The Scarlet Letter had been oddly simple, since all he had 
to do was to get his “pitch” and then to let it carry him along. 
He found his pitch in an opening tableau fairly humming with 
tension—^with coiled and covert relationships that contained a 
force perfectly calculated to propel the action thereafter in a direct 
line to its tragic climax. 

It was the tableau of the solitary figure set over against the 
inimical society, in a village which hovers on the edge of the 
inviting and perilous wilderness; a handsome young woman stand¬ 
ing on a raised platform, confronting in silence and pride a hostile 
crowd whose menace is deepened by its order and dignity; a young 
woman who has come alone to the New World, where circum¬ 
stances have divided her from the community now gathered to 
oppose her; standing alone, but vitally aware of the private enemy 
and the private lover—one on the far verges of the crowd, one at 
the place of honor within it, and neither conscious of the other— 
who must affect her destiny and who will assist at each other's 
destruction. Here the situation inherent in the American scene was 
seized entire and without damage to it by an imagination both 
moral and visual of the highest quality: seized and located, not 
any longer on the margins of the plot, but at its very center. 

The conflict is central because it is total; because Hawthorne 
makes us respect each element in it. Hawthorne felt, as Brown and 
Cooper and Bird^ had felt, that the stuff of narrative (in so far as 
it was drawn from local experience) consisted in the imaginable 
brushes between the deracinated and solitary individual and the 
society or world awaiting him. But Hawthorne had learned the 

2. Three earlier American novelists: Robert Montgomery Bird (1806-S4). 
Charles Brockden Brown (1771-1810); [Editor.] 

James Fenimore Cooper (1789-1851); 
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lesson only fitfully apprehended by Cooper. In The Scarlet Letter 
not only do the individual and the world, the conduct and the 
institutions, measure each other: the measurement and its con¬ 
sequences are precisely and centrally what the novel is about. Hester 
Prynne has been wounded by an unfriendly world; but the society 
facing her is invested by Hawthorne with assurance and authority, 
its opposition is defensible and even valid. Hester's misdeed appean 
as a disturbance of the moral structure of the universe; and the 
society continues to insist in its joyless way that certain acts de¬ 
serve the honor of punishment. But if Hester has sinned, she has 
done so as an affirmation of life, and her sin is the source of life; 
she incarnates those rights of personality that society is inclined 
to trample upon. The action of the novel springs from the enormous 
but improbable suggestion that the society’s estimate of the moral 
structure of the universe may be tested and found inaccurate. 

The Scarlet Lettetf like all very great fiction, is the product of 
a controlled division of sympathies; and we must avoid the tempta¬ 
tion to read it heretically. It has always been possible to remark, 
about Hawthorne, his fondness for the dusky places, his images of 
the slow movement of sad, shut-in souls in the half-light. But it has 
also been possible to read The Scarlet Letter (not to mention ’’The 
New Adam and Eve” and "Earth’s Holocaust”) as an indorsement 
of hopefulness: to read it as a hopeful critic named Loring read it 
(writing for Theodore Parker’s forward-looking Massachusetts 
Quarterly Review) as a party plea for self-reliance and an attack 
upon the sterile conventions of institutionalized societyOne version 
of him would align Hawthorne with the secular residue of Jonathan 
Edwards; the other would bring him closer to Emerson.^ But Haw¬ 
thorne was neither Emersonian nor Edwardsean; or rather he was 
both. The characteristic situation in his fiction is that of the Emer¬ 
sonian figure, the man of hope, who by some frightful mischance has 
stumbled into the time-burdened world of Jonathan Edwards. And 
this grim picture is given us by a writer who was skeptically cordial 
toward Emerson, but for whom the vision of Edwards, filtered 
through a haze of hope, remained a wonderfully useful metaphor.^^ 
'The situation, in the form which Hawthorne’s ambivalence gave it, 
regularly led in his fiction to a moment of crucial choice; an invita¬ 
tion to the lost Emersonian, the thunder-struck Adam, to make up 
his mind—^whether to accept the world he had fallen into, or 

3. An excerpt from Loring’s essay limited spiritual possibilities. [Editor.] 

(1850) is reprinted on pp. 253-256 of 5. Cf. the fine observation and the ac- 
this book. [Editor,] companying discussion of Mark Van 

4. Jonathan Edwards (1703-58), the Donn, in Nathaniel Hawthorne (1949), 
Calvinist theologian, and Ralph Waldo p. 162: “Hawthorne did not need to be- 
Emerson (1803-82), the chief ordcle of lieve in Puritanism in order to write a 
Transcendentalism, here represent oppos- great novel about it. He had only to 
ing views of man as a radically limited understand it, which for a man of his 
creature versus man as a creature of un- time was harder.” 
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whether to flee it taking his chances in the allegedly free wilderness 
to the west It is a decision about ethical reality, and most of 
Hawthorne's heroes and heroines eventually have to confront it. 

That is why we have the frantic shuttling, in novel after novel, 
between the village and the forest, the city and the country; for 
these are the symbols between which the choice must be made and 
the means by which moral inference is converted into dramatic 
action. Unlike Thoreau or Cooper, Hawthorne never suggested'that 
the choice was an easy one. Even Arthur Mervyn* had been made to 
reflect on ''the contrariety that exists between the city and the 
country"; in the age of hope the contrariety was taken more or less 
simply to lie between the restraints of custom and the fresh expan¬ 
siveness of freedom. Hawthorne perceived greater complexities. He 
acknowledged the dependence of the individual, for nourishment, 
upon organized society (the city), and he believed that it was im¬ 
perative “to open an intercourse with the world.” But he knew 
that the city could destroy as well as nourish and was apt to destroy 
the person most in need of nourishment. And while he was re¬ 
sponsive to the attractions of the open air and to the appeal of the 
forest, he also understood the grounds for the Puritan distrust of 
the forest. He retained that distrust as a part of the symbol. In the 
forest, possibility was unbounded; but just because of that, evil 
inclination was unchecked, and witches could flourish there. 

For Hawthorne, the forest was neither the proper home of the 
admirable Adam, as with Cooper; nor was it the hideout of the 
malevolent adversary, as with Bird. It was the ambiguous setting of 
moral choice, the scene of reversal and discovery in his character¬ 
istic tragic drama. The forest was the pivot in Hawthorne's grand 
recurring pattern of escape and return. 

It is in the forest, for example, that The Scarlet Letter version 
of the pattern begins to disclose itself: in the forest meeting between 
Hester and Dimmesdale, their first private meeting in seven years. 
During those years, Hester has been living “on the outskirts of the 
tovim,” attempting to cling to the community by performing small 
services for it, though there had been nothing “in all her inter¬ 
course with society . . . that made her feel as if she belonged to 
it.” And the minister has been contemplating the death of his 
innocence in a house fronting the village graveyard. The two meet 
now to join in an exertion of the will and the passion for freedom. 
They very nearly persuade themselves that they can escape along 
the forest track, which, though in one direction it goes “backward 
to the settlement,” in another goes onward—"deeper it goes, and 
deeper into the wilderness, until . . . the yellow leaves will show 

6. Arthur Mervyn (1799), by Charles the Yellow Fever epidemic of 1793. 
Brockden Brown, is a novel of intrigue [Editor^ 
and horror set in Philadelphia ddnng 
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no vestiges of the white man’s tread.” But the ener^ aroused by 
their encounter drives them back instead, at the end, to the heart 
of the society, to the penitential platform which is also the heart 
of the book’s structure. 

In no other novel is the agon so sharp, the agony so intense. But 
the pattern is there again in The Marble Faun, as Miriam and 
Donatello flee separately from the city to the wooded Apennihes to 
waste their illicit exultation in the discovery that they must return 
to Rome and the responsibility for their crime. It is true that 
Zenobia, in The Blitkedale Romance, never does return from her 
flight: because her escape consummates itself in suicide, and she 
drowns in the river running through the woods near the utopian 
colony. Zenobia, who is often associated in the narrator’s fancy 
with the figure of Eve, is too much of an Eve to survive her private 
calamity. * ♦ ♦ 

Many things are being tested as well as exemplified in these 
circular journeys, in the pattern of escape and return. Among them, 
the doctrine inherited from Edwards that “an evil taint, in conse¬ 
quence of a crime committed twenty or forty years ago, remain [s] 
still, and even to the end of the world and forever.” Among them, 
too, the proposition, implicit in much American writing from Poe 
and Cooper to Anderson and Hemingway, that the valid rite of 
initiation for the individual in the new world is not an initiation 
into society, but, given the character of society, an initiation away 
from it: something I wish it were legitimate to call “denitiation.” 
The true nature of human wickedness is also in question. Haw¬ 
thorne’s heroes and heroines are almost always criminals, according 
to the positive laws of the land, but Hawthorne presumed all men 
and women to be somehow criminals, and himself not the least so. 
The elder James reported to Emerson how Hawthorne had looked 
to him at a Saturday Club meeting in Boston: “like a rogue who 
finds himself in the company of detectives”; we can imagine him 
there: furtive, uneasy, out of place, half-guilty and half-defiant, 
poised for instant flight. No doubt it was because he appraised his 
personal condition this way that Hawthorne so frequently put his 
characters in the same dilemma: James’s comment is a droll version 
of the opening glimpse of Hester Piynne. And no doubt also this 
was why Hawthorne so obviously sympathized with what he never¬ 
theless regarded as an impossible enterprise—^the effort to escape. 

But if he customarily brought his sufferers back into the com¬ 
munity; if he submitt^ most of his rogues to ultimate arrest; if 
the “evil taint” does turn out to be ineradicable, it was not because 
Hawthorne yielded in the end to the gloomy doctrine of Edwards. 
It was much rather because, for all his ambivalence Hawthorne 
had made a daring guess about the entire rhythm of experience and 
so was willing to risk the whole of it. His qualifications as a novdist 
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were at stake; lor if the guess had been less comprehensive, he 
would have been a novelist of a very different kind: an inferior 
Melville, perhaps, exhausting himself in an excess of response to 
every tragic, new, unguessed-at collision. But if the guess had been 
any more certain, he might scarcely have been a novelist at all, but 
some sort of imperturbable tractarian. As it was, he could share 
some part of the hope motivating the flight; he could always see 
beyond the hope to the inevitable return; and he could even see a 
little distance beyond the outcome of surrender to the light and 
strength it perhaps assured. 


ROY R. MALE 

[Transformations: Hester and Arthur]! 

* * * Vision alone is insufficient as a means of conversion. To 
*'be true," as [The Scarlet Letter's] moral indicates, one must also 
“utter,” make plain, “show freely” to others the secret of his iden¬ 
tity. As the spirit is clothed in flesh and the flesh is clothed in 
garments, so ideas are clothed in words. The outer garments may 
be true to the inner reality: Hester’s ascension is a mute utterance 
made manifest by the letter which society has vested upon her and 
which she has embroidered. Or they may be false covering: Dim- 
mesdale’s ascension at the close depends upon his willingness to 
divest himself of the priestly robe. Most of the garments in the 
book are accurate reflections of character. The massive women in 
the first pillory scene are swathed in petticoats and farthingales that 
match their “boldness and rotundity of speech”; Governor Belliiig- 
ham's rigid devotion to outward forms may be seen in the hollow 
suit of armor, and his head and heart are separated by an imposing 
ruff; Mistress Hibbins wears a triple ruff for the same reason; the 
sea captain, the sailors, and the Indians express their individuality 
in their garb of scarlet and gold. 

The Light is a process of seeing and disclosing; the Word is a 
process of uttering and investing; the Act is the intuitive union of 
both..Truth comes as a reward for intellectual discipline and hu¬ 
man sympathy, but the ultimate incarnation that unites light and 
letter, spirit and flesh can only be. This intuition may be simply a 
sign, like Pearl’s gestures, or a facial expression, like Chillingworto’s 
when he discovers the letter on Dimmesdale’s breast. More sig- 


t From Roy R. Male, Bawthorne’s Texas Press, 1957), pp. 102-17. 
Tragic VisioH (Austin: University of 
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nificant expression is achieved in art: Hester's needlework, Chilling> 
worth’s psychiatric alchemy, and Dimmesdale’s Election Sermon. 
'The highest form of intuitive truth, however, is the life that is pat¬ 
terned as a work of art. To make one’s life a parable is to be the 
word incarnate; from one perspective, Dimmesdale’s final symbolic 
gesture approaches this saintly level. 

The action of the book shows how the two major charactdts are 
transformed when they join the Word and the Light in their actions 
and their art. Pearl, of course, does not change except at the end 
when she loses her allegorical function and becomes humanized. To 
know her in full context is the object of the quest; as a living 
hieroglyphic, a "character of flame,’’ she unites language and vision 
in symbol. In so far as he is a character, Roger Chillingworth seeks 
to learn her origin and identity. He succeeds by inhumanely uniting 
his dim but penetrating gaze with amoral lore, both Indian and 
civilized, to perfect his art. But he is more significant in his alle¬ 
gorical relation to Hester and Arthur than he is as a character. 

The main action concerns Hester Prynne and Arthur Dimmes- 
dale as they seek transformation. Hester attains her most nearly 
complete vision in the first third of the book. She is seen: the 
object of “universal observation,’’ she feels the “heavy weight of 
a thousand unrelenting eyes upon her’’ as she presents a living 
sermon to those who witness the spectacle. “Transfigured” by the 
scarlet letter, she discovers that the platform offers perspective in 
every direction. It enables her to look inward and backward to 
her parents, her former home, and her guilt; downward to the 
living realities of her present, the infant and the letter; and, for 
the only time in the book, upward, to the balcony where authority 
is seated. 

The clarity of her vision at this point in the book is emphasized 
by the “recognition” scene. Though forced upon her by the com¬ 
munity, it is an open recognition of guilt. Standing on her pedestal, 
Hester squarely faces the stranger who could not be buried in the 
sea or the wilderness and fixes her gaze upon him—“so fixed a 
gaze, that, at moments of intense absorption, all other objects in 
the visible world seemed to vanish, leaving only him and her. Such 
an interview, perhaps would have been more terrible than even to 
meet him as she now did, with the hot, mid-day sun burning down 
upon her face, and lighting up its shame.” This lucid “interview” 
between Hester and Roger Chillingworth is interrupted by one of 
the preachers of the word, John Wilson, who urges her to 
“hearken,” though he is poorly qualified to “step forth, as he now 
did, and meddle with a question of human guilt.” 

Nevertheless, Hester's ascension is limited. She sees the truth, 
but she will not utter the word. Heeding Chillingworth’s gesture of 
secrecy, she does not publicly identify him. She has been educated 
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under Dimmesdale’s “preaching of the word”; she listens to his 
eloquent appeal for her to reveal her felloW'Sinner’s identity—^an 
appeal that prompts a half-pleased, half-plaintive murmur from 
Pearl; but Hester will not utter the name. “She will not speak.” 
And when her actual interview with Roger Chillingworth occurs, not 
in the mid-day sun but in the dark prison, we have the first clue 
to what will eventually develop into merely superficial penance. In 
this “dismal apartment” of her heart, she is confronted by her guilt, 
who lays his long forefinger on the scarlet letter and makes it his 
symbolic representative. Chillingworth then enjoins her to keep his 
identity secret, especially from Dimmesdale. “Recognize me not, 
by word, by sign, by looki” She determines to recognize only the 
letter and not the living embodiment of her guilt; and her release 
from confinement immediately follows. 

Hester has thus gained only a partial insight from her plunge 
into the pit and her consequent ascent. She decides to stay in 
Boston, reasoning that the scene of her sin should become the 
scene of her penance. Since her deepest motive, however, is to 
remain close to her lover, her ideas about expiating the sin are 
partly rationalization. Nevertheless, she does resist a retreat into 
space—eastward to Europe or westward into the wilderness. Uniting 
the perspective gained from the pillory with the word, the letter 
branded upon her, she puts off the old garments and finds a new 
self in her art. 

Only in her art does Hester begin to find grace and to grasp the 
truth; that is, only in her art does she come to know Pearl. Her 
needlework is an “act of penance,” a product of delicate imaginative 
skill, and under other circumstances it might have been the “passion 
of her life.” Through it she becomes involved with birth and death, 
with the social hierarchy, with all phases of community life (save 
marriage), adding the hidden sins and wounds of mankind to her 
own burden. Allowing her imagination full play, she has wrought 
better than she knew in creating Pearl’s attire, and she has b^ 
imaginatively right in naming the child. 

Unsatisfied with the intuitive vision of her art, however, Hester 
is tortured by her inability to understand Pearl in any rational 
medium. Her offspring is fanciful, spritelike, insautable; in her 
wild, bright, deep-black eyes she reflects the truth; but reflection 
can also foster diabolical illusion. “Brooding over all these matters, 
the mother felt like one who has evoked a spirit, but, by some 
irregularity in the process of conjuration, has failed to win the 
master-word that should control this new and incomprehensible 
intelligence.” At the end of Chapter VII she makes an abortive 
effort to grasp the truth intellectually, putting the child through a 
half-earnest, half-playful catechism. “Art thou my child, in very 
truth?” she asks. “Tell me, then, what thou art, and who sent thee 
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hither/' (We notice, again, how Hawthorne suggests Pearl's fusion 
of art and truth in the archaisms of the dialogue.) But Pearl is not 
to be apprehended in this manner, and she further punishes Hester 
by refusing to admit a heavenly Father so long as the earthly father 
is concealed. 

The superiority of Hester's artistic insight over the hollow rfgidity 
of the orthodox is made clear when she and Pearl educate the 
highest members of the local hierarchy in the Governor’s hall. She 
goes there to deliver a pair of embroidered gloves—^we later learn 
that “a pure hand needs no glove to cover it”—and to argue for 
her right to keep Pearl. Bellingham’s personality is neatly expressed 
in his stuccoed house, his gilded volumes, and the suit of armor. 
His views toward Hester and Pearl reveal themselves in the gro¬ 
tesque, inhuman distortions reflected by the armor. Cut off like 
Prufrock from spontaneity and fruitful emotion, he appears in an 
elaborate ruff that causes his head ”to look not a little like that of 
John the Baptist in a charger.” His astonishment at seeing the 
truth incarnate in his house is quite understandable. ”1 have never 
seen the like,” he says, in unwitting self-criticism. ”How gat such 
a guest into my hall?” 

It soon becomes clear that the “truths of heaven and earth” 
cannot be seen through the catechism. Pearl, though unacquainted 
with the “outward form” of the New England Primer or the West¬ 
minster Catechism,^ could have undergone a fair examination in 
these works. But she naturally evades the question of the clergyman 
John Wilson about her origin. Anally informing him that she had 
been plucked from the wild rose bush. The stunned Governor 
asserts that she is “in the dark,” thereby provoking Hester into a 
heated illumination of his own blindness. *‘See ye not, she is the 
scarlet letter, only capable of being loved, and so endowed with a 
millionfold the power of retribution for my sin?” Turning to Dim- 
mesdale, she cries: “Speak for me .. . thou knowest what is in my 
heart, and what are a mother’s rights, and how much the stronger 
they are, when that mother has but her child and the scarlet letter! 
Look thou to itr “There is truth in what she says,” answers the 
minister, who has always been more responsive to the word than to 
the vision. Upon the Governor's request that he “make that plain,” 
Dimmesdale teaches him what is expressed by Hester’s art—^namely 
that Pearl is both burden and blessing. 

During the Arst third of the book, therefore, Hester, her glowing 
letter, and Pearl are as lights shining in the darkness of the com¬ 
munity. The minister, meanwhile, fasts and vigils in the darkness 
and preaches words that place him in a false light. He attains a new 

1. The New England Primer (c. 1683) Adam’s fall / We sinned nil”); The 
was a Puritan schoolbook which illus- Westminister Confession (1646) was 
trated the letters of the alphabet with the basic platform of Calvinist tlMlogi- 
moral and theological precepts (“In cal beliefs. [Editor.] 
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perspective, however, when he begins to live with his guilt. When 
Chillingworth moves in with him, Dimmesdale finds in the physi> 
dan’s mind a remarkable depth and scope. **It was as if a window 
were thrown open,” but “the air was too fresh and chill to be long 
breathed with comfort.” Later, as Chillingworth keeps probing for 
“God’s own truth,” both men hear Pearl’s laughter outside. “Look¬ 
ing instinctively from the open window,” the minister sees Hester 
and Pearl in the adjacent burial ground. Here, seen from the new 
perspective and clearly outlined in the bright sunlight of the sum¬ 
mer day, is the very truth that Chillingworth is seeking, but neither 
man can perceive it. Chillingworth looks at Pearl and asks, “AVhat, 
in Heaven’s name, is she?” And Dimmesdale is unable to explain 
her “principle of being.” 

The comprehension and communication of religious truth de¬ 
mands an intuitive fusion of language and vision. Hawthorne sug¬ 
gests that if Dimmesdale had not sinned, his native gifts would 
have placed him among the group of true saintly fathers whose only 
fault was their failure to communicate the highest truths to the 
populace. “All that they lacked was the gift that descended upon 
the chosen disciples at Pentecost, in tongues of flames; symbolizing, 
it would seem, not the power of speech in foreign and unknown 
languages, but that of addressing the whole human brotherhood in 
the heart's native language. 'Tliese fathers, otherwise so apostolic, 
lacked Heaven’s last and rarest attestation of their office. The 
Tongue of Flame. They would have vainly sought—^had they ever 
dreamed of seeking—to express the highest truths through the 
humblest medium of familiar words and images.” But Dimmesdale’s 
burden keeps him on a level with the lowest. His congregation 
worships him; their adoration intensifies his guilty anguish; and 
his suffering heightens his fervor. Yet before he can truly speak 
with the Tongue of Flame, he must not only relate but reveal. He 
has already spoken the truth-—confessed his sin—but in such ab¬ 
stract terms that he well knew *‘the light in which his vague con¬ 
fession would be viewed.” 

So long as they are covert, the minister’s gestures are but a 
mockery of penitence, and his cloistral flagellations, fasts, and 
vigils are unavailing. The magnificent midnight scaffold scene dram¬ 
atizes the various degrees of moral blindness in the community 
and throws the falsity of the minister’s rationalizations into sharp 
relief. Clothed as if he were going to attend public worship, he 
ascends the platform, which is cloaked in darkness. Much more 
perceptive than the Governor, who can “see but little further than 
a mill-stone” in the darkness, he also has a more exalted perspective 
than John Wilson's. That elderly clergyman approaches the plat¬ 
form, but his glimmering lantern reveals only “the muddy path¬ 
way" beneath his feet. 
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Dimmesdale sHll persists in his argument, eternally true perhaps, 
but humanly false, that revelation must wait until judgment day. 
Hester and Pearl have joined him on the platform; he has bera 
infused with new life as he takes Pearl's hand; but the tableau that 
follows is a visualization of his argument. For the awesome light 
of the meteor provides a kind of noon, “as if it were the light that 
is to reveal all secrets." It is like the day of doom, and in this lurid 
light the minister sees the ambiguity of his argument without being 
consciously aware of it. Though he gazes toward the zenith he is at 
the same time perfectly aware that Pearl is pointing toward Roger 
Chillingworth, his earthly guilt. He is close to perceiving the iela> 
tion between the woman, their mutual guilt and their possible 
salvation; but when he asks Pearl to translate this vision into 
rational terms, he is unable to understand her natural or intuitive 
language. She speaks “in a tongue unknown to the erudite clergy¬ 
man." Nevertheless, his revelation has unconsciously begun. He 
has divested himself of part of his hollow armor—^the black glove. 

The middle third of the book is perfectly and ironically balanced, 
for as the minister is struggling toward outsight and disclosure, 
Hester is seeking insight and utterance. Her moral predicament 
during the past few years has been just the reverse of his. Out¬ 
wardly she has been a penitent sinner, and by her good works she 
has transmuted the letter into a badge of mercy. To many, the 
letter has “the effect of a cross on a nun's bosom." But her nominal 
penance is just as incomplete as Dimmesdale's closeted flagellations. 
Since the “interview" of Chapter IV she has not acknowledged her 
connection with Roger Chillingworth, and his symbol, the letter, 
has ceased being a vital one for her. Without the spirit, the letter 
killeth: the A may now stand for “Able," but there is “nothing in 
Hester's bosom, to make it ever again the pillow of Affection," 
unless another transfiguration occurs. She has become a mannish 
vagrant, speculating in the gloomy labyrinth of the mind. It is a kind 
of dissipation in which her natural role as woman has evaporated 
into space. The Word, outwardly imposed and outwardly worn, has 
failed in its traditional rhetorical discipline. “The scarlet letter had 
not done its office." 

Thus the midnight scaffold scene has been a dark night of the 
soul for her as well as for the minister. But as a result of Dimmes¬ 
dale's changed aspect, she has been given a “new theme for re¬ 
flection." She resolves to confront her guilt and confess it to the 
minister. “I would speak a word with you," she says to Chilling¬ 
worth, “a word that concerns us much.” The word amounts to a 
new acceptance of her responsibility in the sin; and her emotions 
as she watches Chillingworth depart throw “a dark light” on her 
state of mind, “revealing much that she might not otherwise have 
acknowledged to herself." Pearl seems much closer and more earnest 
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than ever before. But Hester is not yet ready for the utterance of 
the whole truth. To Pearl’s relentless questions, Hester can only 
reply, “Hold thy tongue,” and threaten to shut the child in her 
dark closet. 

The complex interweaving of utterance and vision, investment 
and speculation, time and space reaches a peak in the forest inter* 
view. Dimmesdale tells Hester of his torture, which has been aug¬ 
mented by his native gifts: “Canst thou deem it, Hester, a con¬ 
solation, that I must stand up in my pulpit, and meet so many eyes 
turned upward to my face, as if the light of heaven were beaming 
from itl—must see my flock hungry for the truth, and listening 
to my words as if a tongue of Pentecost were speakingl and then 
look inward, and discern the black reality of what they idolize?” 
Hester gently suggests that the sin has been left behind, that peni¬ 
tence is sealed and witnessed by good works. But the pastor knows 
better. Then she conquers her fears and utters her responsibility for 
the guilt that now resides with him. “Dost thou not see what I 
would say? That old mani—the physician!—he whom they call 
Roger Chillingworth! he was my husband.” Like Milton's Adam, 
Arthur sternly repels her; and then his heart relents. 

At this point Hester offers a way of lightening the burden in 
their share of woe. Never—^not even in the exhortations of Emerson 
and Thoreau—has the vision of dawn, the promise of America, the 
dream of a second chance found more deeply felt utterance than 
in her appeal, as she urges the time-drenched man to recover him¬ 
self, to put on a new name and leave the ruin behind him. “Preachl 
Write! Act! Do anything save to lie down and die!” The closing 
formula of her brief but eloquent sermon is “Up and away I” The 
fact that this phrase is likely to call up for some modem readers a 
vision of the gaudily vested Superman may seem unfortunate. But 
this association is not entirely irrelevant: as we know, one conse¬ 
quence of the doctrine of self-reliance, was its distortion into a 
grossly materialized version of the superman. And the modem con¬ 
notations of the phrase, voiced as it is by the woman, simply point 
up the inversion of roles that climaxes the forest scene. She has 
grown eloquent while he is now silent; she has lost insight while 
he is gaining outsight. The parishioner is now preaching to the 
pastor. Dimmesdale, on the other hand, in whose eyes “a fitful light” 
has been kindled by Hester's enthusiasm, now gazes upon her with 
a “look in which hope and joy shone out.” She has spoken “what 
he vaguely hinted at but dar^ not speak.” 

As the succeeding events reveal, Hester has preached a half- 
truth. She has rightly told him to be a man, to exert his protestant 
function of penetrating into space and conquering new fields. All 
this he could do—alone. What Hester does not see is that if she 
is to go with him, he must accept the catholic involvement in guilt- 
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stained time that is the essence of her womanhood. Sh^ has usurped 
the masculine prerogative of speculation, and her intellectual wan* 
derings have been so undisciplined that they have become obscure. 
In the gloom of the wilderness or the blankness of space, nothing of 
temporal or moral significance can be seen. 

liiat her proposal is only half valid may be discerned from "her 
symbolic relation to Pearl and the stream of time. Hester would like 
to retain only the pleasant aspects of the past. She throws off the 
scarlet letter (it lands, however, on the '"hither verge" of the 
stream of time); she removes the formal cap that confines her hair, 
resuming “her sex, her youth, and the whole richness of her beauty" 
from “what men call the irrevocable past." And she tells Arthur: 
“Thou must know Pearl. . . . Thou hast seen her,—^yes, I know 
iti—^but thou wilt see her now with other eyes. She is a strange 
child. I hardly comprehend her." With his newly discovered vision, 
the minister can see Pearl, standing a good way off on the other 
side of the brook. But neither he nor Hester is yet skilled to read 
“the character of flame,” the “oneness of their being." Pearl will 
not join them, for wholeness is not achieved by drawing a sharp 
boundary between the worlds of past and present. Her symbolic 
gestures, reflected in the stream, indicate that their proposed escape 
from time into motion and space is an unrealizable dream-—or at 
least can be effected only at the cost of leaving their salvation 
behind. 

Though Hester desperately clings to the hope of drowning her 
guilt in the deep sea, she now recognizes that the forest cannot hide 
it. The moment of inspiration has passed. By flinging the letter 
“into infinite space” she had drawn “an hour’s free breath,” but 
now the burden must be resumed. The child rejoins her mother, 
but between Pearl and the minister there is no expression, no com¬ 
munion. He awkwardly impresses a kiss on her brow, which she 
hastily washes off in the brook. 

The precise nature of the minister’s transformation in the forest 
is once again worked out in terms of the Word and the Light. He 
has stripped away the old words; he has discarded his old self amid 
the decaying leaves “like a cast-off garment.” The scales have 
dropped from his eyes; he has attained an Emersonian vision. But 
his old insight has been temporarily obliterated. His condition is 
indicated by Hawthorne’s complex moral topography. The 
pathway in the woods seems “wilder, more uncouth with its rude 
natural obstacles, and less trodden by the foot of man, than he re¬ 
membered it on his outward journey." On the one hand, he is closer 
to the freedom of individual growth, less hampered by the principles 
and prejudices of the social system; on the other, he is, as the chap¬ 
ter title indicates, “the minister in a maze”—^more deeply involv^ 
in a moral wilderness with its “plashy places" and its “clinging 
underbrush." » 
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In this mood, it is all that Dimmesdale can do to keep from 
mocking his old words. Intoxicated and unbalanced by the heady 
wine of the new, he runs into a series of delightfully wrought en¬ 
counters that anticipate Clifford Pyncheon’s escape from his past 
in The House of the Seven Gables.^ He has temporarily substituted 
the undisciplined “vision" for communion; thus when he meets a 
hoary old deacon he has to forcibly restrain himself from “uttering 
certain blasphemous suggestions that entered his mind, respecting 
the communion supper. He absolutely trembled and turned pale as 
ashes, lest his tongue should wag itself, in utterance of these horrible 
matters." He resists the temptation to blight the innocence of a 
virgin with “but one wicked look" and the development of evil with 
“but a word." All his other misadventures stem from his rejection of 
the old rhetorical discipline. The sinister side of his revolt is cleverly 
shown by the pompous modem jargon of his conversation with 
Mistress Hibbins, the embodiment of ubiquitous evil. “I profess, 
madam," he says, with “a grave obeisance, such as the lady’s rank" 
demands, “1 profess, on my conscience and character, that I am 
utterly bewildered as touching the purport of your words! 1 went 
not into the forest to seek a potentate; neither do I, at any future 
time, design a visit thither, with a view to gaining the favor of such 
a personage." 

After the vision of the forest interview, what Dimmesdale clearly 
needs now is to be nourished by a communion with the tomb-fed 
faith and the tome-fed wisdom of the past. In order to grasp the 
truth in his art form, he must return to the rich intellectual re¬ 
sources of the study, adjacent to the graveyard. “Here he had studied 
and written; here, gone through fast and vigil, and come forth half 
alive; here, striven to pray; here, borne a hundred thousand agonies! 
There was the Bible, in its rich old Hebrew, with Moses and the 
Prophets speaking to him, and God’s voice through all!" White and 
speechless, he has been able to confront Roger Chillingworth 
squarely; he has withstood the travail of temptation in the wilder¬ 
ness; and now he is able to join the new vision with the rich utter¬ 
ances of the past. The long fast is over. Partaking of supper, he 
composes, as if divinely inspired, the flaming rhetoric of the Election 
Sermon. This is his new field; this is his true dawn; and as the 
golden sunrise beams in his study, he is seen with the pen still 
between his fingers and “a vast, immeasurable tract of written space 
behind him." 

The Election Sermon itself cannot be rationally reproduced—it 
is heard and felt. To Hester, who is outside the church, it sounds 
like the great organ music of “a tongue native to the human heart, 

2. In Hawthorne’s next novel (1851), ruinous past), flees into the streets of 
Clifford, who had been unjustly impris- Salem and takes a train ride where he 
oned for thirty years and has recently encounters various impressions of life 
returned to the ancestral home (the which temporarily energize him. [Edi- 
ssrmbol of bis family's bondage to a tor.] 
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wherever educated.” In its undertone may be detected the deep 
ache at the heart of human life itself—a sense of atonement not 
only for the individual sin but for Original Sin. The crowd inside 
the church is spellbound at the close of the sermon, profoundly 
silent as if they had heard ”the utterance of oracles.” Then they 
gush forth from the doors, feeling the need of “other breath,, more 
fit to support the gross and earthly life into which they relapsed, 
than that atmosphere which the preacher had converted into words 
of flame** The subject of the sermon, as it is later revealed, is akin 
to the theme of the book: “the relation between the Deity and the 
communities of mankind, with a special reference to the New 
England which they were planting here in the wilderness.” The 
minister prophesies a high and glorious destiny for these com¬ 
munities, just as Cod has providentially transformed his own moral 
wilderness into glory. 

The last ascension scene captures with terse, compelling in¬ 
evitability the paradox that lies at the heart of tragedy and Chris¬ 
tianity. Time and eternity intersect on the platform of the pillory 
as Dimmesdale, “in the name of Him, so terrible and so merciful, 
who gives me grace at this last moment,” makes the final revelation 
and is at last united with Pearl. With his vision into eternity, he asks 
Hester, “Is not this better . . . than what we dreamed of in the 
forest?” Her answer is the temporal one: “I know not. . . . Better? 
Yea; so we may both die, and little Pearl die with us.” Even her 
last hope—for a specific reunion in an afterlife—is clothed in earthly 
terms, and in his dying breath Dimmesdale olffers her no encourage¬ 
ment. 

The various reactions of the crowd to Dimmesdale’s revelation 
are presented in ascending order from the crude to the spiritual. The 
first two conjectures about the origin of the letter on his breast— 
that it was self-imposed torture, or that Roger Chillingworth 
wrought it with his poisonous drugs—are the most naturalistic and 
the least valid. A third group—“those best able to appreciate the 
minister’s peculiar sensibility and the wonderful operation of his 
spirit upon the body”—see the letter as a psychic cancer that 
gradually manifested itself physically. But the last group is the most 
interesting. These “highly respectable witnesses” are “spectators of 
the whole scene,” and they see the minister as a saint. They as¬ 
sociate his final action with Christ’s sympathy for the adulteress, and 
they think Dimmesdale so shaped the manner of his death as to 
make of it a parable, illustrating “that in the view of Infinite Purity, 
we are sinners all alike.” 

Having stated this view in more detail than any of the others, 
Hawthorne then explicitly questions it in the light of common 
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sense. A clue to the ambiguity here is offered by the meanings of 
the word respectable. In its ukial sense, the adjective tells os that 
these witnesses were among the.ffiore pious and pompous members 
of the community, stubbornly refusing to see any evil in the high 
representatives of their society. Yet in a book where the language 
itself points back to the original—a book dealing with vision and 
language, where words like ^'spectator'* and ‘^speculation"' are ex- 
tremely significant—^we begin to wonder about our easy rejection of 
these “respectable” witnesses. Etymologically, these are the spec¬ 
tators who look back; and from this point of view their version of 
the minister's life is the most original, the most spiritual of all. 

Considerable evidence supporting their view may be found in 
Hawthorne's description of the New England holiday. Despite its 
sable tinge, there is an aura of hope. “For today,” as Hester tells 
Pearl, “a new man is beginning to rule over them; and so—as has 
been the custom of mankind ever since a nation was first gathered— 
they make merry and rejoice; as if a good and golden year were at 
length to pass over the poor old world.” The new man is really 
Arthur Dimmesdale. Having achieved individuation in the forest, 
he now returns to join the procession only to rise above it. “The 
spiritual element took up the feeble frame, and carried it along, un¬ 
conscious of the burden and converting it to spirit like itself.” 

But the whole truth is not distilled in the refined perception of 
the respectable witnesses. Their view must be considered along with 
the crude ideas of the materialists; and the composite of the two 
is represented by those firmly grounded in the temporal life who 
nevertheless appreciate the minister's sensibility, the interaction of 
flesh and spirit. The “moral,” which at first sight seems to be an 
oversimplification, should be read in this light. To “be trae,” one 
must not mean but be. The truth, that is to say, can only be grasped 
in its total living context; and since this comprehensive view is im¬ 
possible from any single human perspective, the closest we can 
come to it is through “expression”—^ar^ symbol, gesture, or parable 
—a showing “of some trait” from which the totality may be in¬ 
ferred. 

At the end we are left with the symbol into which the whole 
meaning of the book has been distilled. Around the letter have 
gathered not only the explicit associations of Adultress, Able, 
Affection, and Angel but also the myriad subtle suggestions of art, 
atonement, ascension, and the Acts of the Apostles. Here is the A, 
each limb of which suggests an ascension, with Pearl the link be¬ 
tween the two; here is the sable background of the Puritan com¬ 
munity; and fused in the entire symbol are the flesh and the spirit, 
the word and the light, the letter A, gules. * ♦ * 
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SEYMOUR GROSS 

“Solitude, and Love, and Anguish”: The Tragic 
Design of The Scarlet Letteri , 


I believe that The Scarlet Letter, like all great novels, en¬ 
riches our sense of human experience and complicates and hu¬ 
manizes our approach to it. It does not try to convince us—or at 
least that is not its central or distinctive purpose—of the validity 
of this or that particular moral precept. The inadequacy of a 
didactic reading of The Scarlet Letter, whether it posits for Haw¬ 
thorne an orthodox or romantic point of view, can be most clearly 
seen in the fact that neither of these positions has been able to 
take into account Hester's deep sense of having committed a sin 
and her feelings of guilt, even though Hawthorne insists upon our 
considering them. For example, of her continued stay in Boston 
she thinks, “Here had been the scene of her guilt, and here should 
be the scene of her earthly punishment . . (ch. V). And when 
Pearl strikes her scarlet letter with flowers, Hester refrains from 
covering her bosom 'That her penance might be best wrought out 
by this unutterable pain" (ch. VI). In answer to Pearl's persistent 
questions about the significance of the letter, Hester finally tells 
her that "once in my lifetime I met the Black Man [and] this 
scarlet letter is his mark" (ch. XVI). Even more explicitly, we are 
told that "she knew that her deed had been evil; she had no faith, 
therefore, that its result [Pearl] would be good,” and that "It 
appalled her to discern in [Pearl] a shadowy reflection of the evil 
that had existed in herself’ (ch. VI). For obvious reasons the 
critics have paid little or no attention to these remarks: they can¬ 
not be made to fit into any moralistic reading of the novel: for 
whether Hester is seen as the glorious incarnation of the tran¬ 
scendental soul or as the damnable spirit of romantic self-indulgence, 
these guilt-laden comments .are equally out of character. If, on the 
other hand, these are the legitimate marks of an orthodox repent- 
ence, then how can Hester say after seven (supposedly) purgatorial 
years that her adultery "had a consecration of its own"? John C. 
Gerber, one of the best of the novel’s critics, both presents the 
problem of Hester’s guilt feelings most clearly and indicates, with¬ 
out solving, the central difficulty. "From the first it is plain that 
Hester does not consider her act of adultery as a sin against God 

t From CLA Journal, HI (March 1968). pp. iS4-65. 
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or against any law of her own nature. Nor does she fed that she 
has sinned against the community. Yet clearly she knows that her 
deed has beim wnmg and that, somehow, the result cannot be 
good.** It is the purpose of this paper to fix the nature of Professor 
Gerber’s **somehow," and to show how this shapes the tragic de- 
sign of the book. 

The whidb Hester wears on her bosom does not, of course, 
signify adultery in her eyes: its ornate embroidery (which Haw¬ 
thorne mentions three times) is an implicit rejection of the com¬ 
munity’s view of her act; it is, in fact, a symbolic foreshadowing of 
her “consecration” assertion seven years later. But Hawthorne does 
not imply that Hester is therefore an irresponsible libertine: it is 
simply that she cannot imagine any law as taking precedence over 
the law of love between a man and a woman. For her, marria^ m 
se is not a sacramental union—only love can truly sacramentalize 
it. In this she is not, like, say, Ivan Karamazov or ^ab,^ posing her 
will against God’s, as some recent aitics assert; it is rather that 
she, like Anne Hutchinson, with whom she is twice linked in the 
novel, is convinced through an “Inner Light” that her way is 
not a violation of God’s law. ’This, I take it, is what Hester means 
when in the “Condusion” she teUs the troubled women who come 
to her for counsel “of her firm bdief, Uiat, at some brighter period, 
when the world should have grown ripe for it, in Heaven’s own 
tune, a new truth would be revealed, in order to establish the whole 
relation between man and woman on a surer ground of mutual 
happiness.” Having arrived at this conviction through the experi¬ 
ence of lov^ Hester considers her marriage with Chillingworth as 
invalid, for, as she reminds him, “I felt no love [for you], nor feigned 
any” (ch. IV). Indeed, from the vantage point of a “consecrated” 
marriage, she looks back upon her loveless union with her li^ 
husband with horror: “She deemed it her crime most to be repented 
of that she had ever endured, and redprocated, the lukewarm grasp 
of his hand . . (ch. XV). ’Thou^ she talks of hands, what 
sickens Hester is, I believe, dear. 'That Hawthorne does not present 
Hester’s position as either romantically irresponsible or gloriou^ 
liberated is evidenced in Chillingworth’s quiet reply: “We have 
wronged each other . . . Mine was the first wrong, when I be¬ 
trayed thy budding youth into a false and unnatural relation with 
my decay” (ch. IV). 'This scene, like most of the novel, is the 
product of a deliberatdy controlled balance of sympathies—the 
balance that is tragic not didactic. I do not mean to imply that 
Hawthorne had no convictions personally about the responsibilities 
and nature of marriage—of course he did; it would not be difficult 

1. Two of literature’s most famous God Tke Brothers Karanuuov (1880) and 
rejecters, from Fyodor Dostoevsky’s Merman Melville’s Uoby-Dick (1851). 
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to isolate from his life and letters a body of doctrine to which we can 
be fairly certain he personally subscribed. The point is that ab¬ 
stract conviction does not represent his total attitude towards the 
problem, for it neglects the context of concrete experience, which 
for the artist, as opposed to the theologian, is an essential element 
in its definition. Therefore, what is significant in The Scarlet Letter 
is not that Hester is right or wrong in an absolute sense, but rather 
that she has integrity in her own terms, that she has fallen in 
love with a minister who has integrity in different terms, and that 
therefore their love is condemned to be mangled in the clash of 
their ultimately irreconcilable moralities. 

It is this conflict of moralities which is the source of Hester’s 
sense of sin: the guilt which she suffers can only be related to what 
Hester has done to her lover. In Hester’s view, as we have already 
said, she has not sinned against community, husband, or Cod; but 
she has sinned against Dimmesdale (it is a convenient coincidence 
that the *‘A” she wears is the initial of her lover’s first name). Al¬ 
though she has committed no evil in terms of her own morality, 
she has been, nevertheless, the instrument of Dimmesdale’s having 
committed a horrible sin against his: it is she who has caused the 
physical and spiritual desiccation of her lover, and for this she 
suffers her sense of guilt. It is beside the point that she has destroyed 
him unwittingly: the knowledge of what she has done to him is her 
own form of “bloody scourge.” It is this tragic paradox—that 
out of love she has violated love—which accounts for Hester’s 
painful awareness that “her deed had been evil.” Her “impulsive 
and passionate nature” is neither romantically exalted nor mor- 
alistically condemned: it is simply presented as tragic because it 
was its fate to intersect with Dimmesdale’s equally passionate de¬ 
sire for renunciation. In the iron world of The Scarlet Letter, pas¬ 
sion, whether human or divine, is its own cross. 

Hester’s refusal to leave Boston—^which has confused some critics 
—and her withdrawal from Dimmesdale are the necessary results 
of this tragic conflict. Roy Male’s assertion that Hester stays in 
Boston to be close to her lover and that this shows that “her ideas 
about expiating her guilt are partly rationalization” misses the point 
I believe. Hester cannot go into Dimmesdale’s world, where both 
might find peace of soul in an orthodox submission to the Calvin- 
istic God; and he cannot come into hers, where both might find 
joy in a free submission to human love. They are both doomed to 
their own private purgatories, their own parallel agpnies. But their 
release from the “sin and sorrow” of their lives must come from dif¬ 
ferent sources. For whereas Dimmesdale must struggle to make 
himself a fit receptacle for God’s grace before his “A” can be 
purged, Hester’s purgation can only be effected by Dimmesdale 
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himself—only he can take the stigma from her breast. That Hester's 
absolution can come only from Dimmesdale is made quite clear 
early in the novel. When the Reverend Mr. Wilson offers Hester 
the removal of the letter in return for the name of Pearl’s father, 
Hester answers, ** ‘Neverl’ . . . looking, not at Mr. Wilson, but 
into the deep and troubled eyes of the younger clergyman [Dimmes< 
dale]. Tt is too deeply branded. Ye cannot take it off. And would 
that I might endure his agony as well as mine!'" (ch. III). Here, 
quite explicitly, we are shown that Hester feels that her sin is only 
against her lover and that, coiisequently, only he can ease her of her 
pain. In the same vein she later tells Chillingworth, when he as¬ 
sures her that the community will allow her to remove her stigma, 
'Tt lies not in the pleasure of the magistrates to take off this 
badge . . . Were I worthy to be quit of it, it would fall away of its 
own nature or be transformed into something which speaks a dif¬ 
ferent purport” (ch. XIV). But it has already been transformed 
into something which speaks a different purport—the community 
now interprets the letter as standing for Able (ch. XIII). The 
point is that forgiveness has come from an irrelevant source. The 
theocratic society of seventeenth century Boston would have the 
right to remove the letter or transform its meaning only if Hester's 
sin were that of adultery; but since she herself conceives of her sin 
in different terms, the attitude of magistrate or minister (save one) 
is beside the point. Only Dimmesdale has the power to remove the 
letter—which is precisely what happens several chapters later in 
the forest scene. 

It is the index of Hester’s love for Dimmesdale and her conscious¬ 
ness of having violated him that at no time during the seven years 
leading up to the climactic forest scene does she try to save Dimmes- 
dale (and herself) within the context of her own beliefs. She leaves 
him, instead, to try to work out his release in terms of his own 
orthodox world, even though such a release can bring her no hap¬ 
piness; that is, if Dimmesdale is able to resolve his spiritual agony 
with God, the painful image of what she had caused would dissolve. 
But there would be no radiant joy in its stead. Dimmesdale’s peace 
would still leave Hester alone in her world. The absence of pain 
is not happiness, yet the absence of pain is all she allows herself 
to hope for. Hester accepts this life of "no hope, and seemingly no 
wish, of gaining anything” for herself because she loves the man 
she ruined. 

It would be a mistake to minimize the extent of her ordeal. For 
all the moral and psychological toughness she has achieved in the 
seven years, her life has been as drab and grey as the garb she wears. 
When Dimmesdale asks her in the forest "Art thou in life?,” she 
can only find it in herself to answer, "In such life as has been 
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mine these seven years pasti" But so deeply rooted is her sense 
of sin and her acceptance of its tragic consequences that even in the 
second sca£Fold scene, when years of unnatural asceticism have all 
but effaced the natural richness of her being, she still refrains from 
any attempt at intimate contact with the minister. It is Pearl who 
talks to him and it is she whose hand he holds. It is only when she 
has to fece the ‘‘shuddering terror” of what was once her lover, 
with his ‘‘nerve . . . destroyed” and his ‘‘moral force abased” (ch. 
XIII), that she decides to break out of her penitential isolation; 
but her daring to intersect with Dimmesdale’s life again has no 
personal element of hope in it. She is not going to attempt a 
resurrection of both their lives with the vitality of her love; she 
is merely going to rectify her error in judgment in having sworn 
to Chillingworth not to disclose his identity—^an understandable 
concession when we remember that it was exacted from her when 
she had just undergone a mind-shattering experience. 

Those critics who see the forest scene as the Second Tempta¬ 
tion surely miss the fineness of Hawthorne’s tragic vision. Hester 
is not a seventeenth century Sadie Thompson:^ she goes into the 
forest only to give Dimmesdale information (his tormentor’s iden¬ 
tity) which will strengthen him in his private struggle with God, 
and then to return to her own isolated world. That it becomes 
for Dimmesdale a Second Temptation is a consequence of his own 
terrible sense of defeat, not of Hester’s guile. Indeed, at the outset, 
Hester tries to lift the burden of Dimmesdale’s miserable suffering 
and wretched despair with the comforting words of religion, not 
love: 

“You wrong yourself in this,” said Hester, gently. “You have 
deeply and sorely repented. Your sin is left behind you, in the days 
long past. Your present life is not less holy, in very truth, than it 
seems in people’s eyes. Is there no reality in the penitence thus 
sealed and witnessed by good works? And wherefore should it not 
bring you peace?” (ch. 3^11) 

This is hardly the lang'.iage of a woman w’h^ has been accused 
by various critics of “desperate recklessness,” “romantic self-indul¬ 
gence,” “unyokable paganism,” “foolish and fatuous arrogance.” 

What is usually missed in the forest scene is that Hester’s final 
offer to go away with Dimmesdale is the result of a gradual inter¬ 
action of his agony and her love —in that sequence. It is only when 
a spiritually shattered Dimmesdale, "crushed under this seven 
years’ weight of misery,” begs her “Resolve for me ... be strong 
for me,” that Hester dares to advise him to run away to a new 


2. The harlot in William Somerset lant minister, sleeps with him, which 
Maugham’s Rain (1921), who, aitcr results in his suicide and her return to 
being converted to virtue by a Protes- her old profession. 
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religious life (“Prcachl Write! Act!”) before “the torments that 
have so gnawed into thy life . . . leave thee powerless even to 
repent!” It is only then that she dates to intimate that his orthodoxy 
has enslaved him needlessly: “what hast thou to do with all these 
iron men, and their opinions? They have kept thy better part in 
bondage too long already.” Malcolm Cowley's comment that 
Hester urges Dimmesdale to “flee with her to a foreign country" 
is not a fair description of what happens in the forest, and Hugh 
Maclean's assertion that “Hester's continual harping on the 'hap¬ 
piness' she can win for them both would be almost comic, were 
it not such a pathetic effort to escape the will of God" is a gross 
distortion of it. It is only when Dimmesdale himself (and this is 
always overlooked) covertly begs her to go with him with his pa¬ 
thetically repeated “Alone, Hesterl" that she allows her deepest 
desire to escape from its self-imposed penitential prison into the 
joy of consent. Hawthorne makes it quite explicit that she has not 
seduced him—^she has merely articulated “what he vaguely hinted 
at but dared not speak" (ch. XVIII). Orthodoxy in her view, and, 
for the moment, in his too, has had its chance—and failed! Now 
human love—exalted and consecrated—^is to have its chance at 
resurrecting their shattered world. 

And for a pathetically brief moment, in the appropriately en¬ 
titled chapter, “A Flood of Sunshine,” it does. But unlike the 
Graham Greene character who hopelessly and despondently gives 
himself over to human love when God seems gone, here human 
love is “transvalued” into religious exaltation. “Do 1 feel joy again?” 
Dimmesdale cries out ecstatically. 

“Methought the germ of it was dead in me! O Hester, thou art 
my better angel! I seem to have flung myself—^sick, sin-stained, 
and sorrow-blackened—down upon these forest leaves, and to have 
risen up all made anew, and with new powers to ^orify Him that 
hath been merciful! This is already the better life! Why did we not 
find it sooner?” (ch. XVIII; my italics) 

It is at this moment, when Hester’s love has freed Dimmesdale 
from the slough of despond into which it had cast him, that Hester 
can at last unclasp the scarlet letter from her bosom and cast it 
away “among the withered leaves.” Dimmesdale's having “risen up 
all made anew” is the absolution of her sin: his rebirth is her for¬ 
giveness: he has taken off the letter. Free at last from her burden of 
“sin and sorrow,” Hester, in a breath-taking movement, loosens 
her abundantly rich and dark hair from the nun-like xrap in which 
she has encased it for seven years, releasing her “sex, her youth, and 
the whole richness of her beauty.” This is not, however, an image 
of sexual potency to be admired or condemned according to the 
critic's point of view: it is a moment of fruition, a moment |»id 
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for with humiliah'on, isolation, forbearance, and pain. 

But the "magic” of this hour in the forest is doomed to be dis¬ 
pelled in the resurgence of Dimmesdale’s Puritan Christianity, as 
is symbolically foreshadowed in the failure of the brook (a baptismal 
image) to carry away the discarded letter and in Pearl's washing 
off of her father’s kiss in the same brook. It is inevitable that Dim- 
mesdale, being the kind of man he is, should shortly realize that, 
"Tempted by a dream of happiness, ... he had yielded himself, 
with deliberate choice, as he had never done before, to what he 
knew was deadly sin,” and should therefore renounce his human 
love. Customarily, Dimmesdale’s final release in the spiritual em¬ 
brace of his Orthodoxy is viewed either as a wretched betrayal of 
Hester’s love or as an implicit condemnation of her misguided "pre¬ 
sumption” which would have resulted in the loss of both their 
salvations. In its final effect it is neither. In the tragic conflict of 
moralities, it is inevitable that Hester should try—after Orthodoxy 
seemed to have failed—to save the man she loves and ruined in 
the only way she can; and it is equally inevitable that this "pol¬ 
luted priest” should ultimately save himself—even at the expense 
of his mortal lover—in the only way he can. Had Hawthorne wished 
for Hester to appear as erring romantic irresponsibility, he could 
have shown her as bitterly and frantically attempting to recall Dim- 
mesdale from his beatific escape, in the manner of Paphnutius in 
Anatole France’s Thais.^ (It is the demonic Chillingworth, by the 
way, who plays this role in the novel; it is he who tries “to snatch 
back [Dimmesdale] from what he sought to do!”) Or had he 
wished Hester to appear as the glowing spirit of romantic freedom 
and love, he would not have given to Dimmesdale’s final moments 
the sincere accents of mystical joy. What Hawthorne has given us 
instead is a marvelously poised and powerful vision of tragic separa-^ 
tion; an excruciating sense of division pervades the final scene from 
the moment of Dimmesdale's entry until his death. As the min¬ 
ister, energized by his spiritual resolve, arrives to give his Election 
Sermon, Hester suddenly realizes what she had allowed herself in 
the forest to forget—that their lives could never really mesh: 

She thought of the dim forest, with its little dell of solitude, and 
love, and anguish, and the mossy tree-trunk, where sitting hand in 
hand, they had mingled their sad and passionate talk with the 
melancholy murmur of the brook. How deeply had they known 
each other then! And was this the man? She hardly knew him 
now! He, moving proudly past... he, so unattainable in his . . . 
unsympathizing thoughts, through which she now- beheld him! 

3. In Anatole France’s novel (1890), ual desire himself; on her death bed he 
Paphnutius, a priest, converts the pleads with her to live so that he can 
actress-courtesan Thai's to Christian- love her, for “Nothing is true but life 
ity, only to become consumed with sex- on earth, and carnal love.” 
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Her spirit sank with the idea that all must have been a delusion^ 
and that.. . there could be no real bond betwixt the clergyman 
and herself. 

Though it is Hester's strength that Dimmesdale asks for in 
his ascent to the public confessional, though it is in her aims 
that he dies, both pursue their separate destinies to the end. When 
the clergyman asks her the rhetorical question, “Is this not better 
. . . than what we dreamed of in the forest?,” she can only an¬ 
swer, “I know notl I know notl . . . Better? Yea; so we may both 
die. . . .” And when Hester pleadingly asks Dimmesdale, “Shall 
we not meet again? . . . Shall we not spend our immortal life 
together? Surely, surely, we have ransomed one another with all 
this woe!,” all he can say is “Hush, Hester, hush. . . . The law we 
broke—the sin here so awfully revealed—^let these alone be in thy 
thoughts!” 

Hawthorne tells us that he suffered a “great diversity and severity 
of emotion” while writing The Scarlet Letter and that when he 
finished it he was in a “very nervous state.” I find it difficult to 
believe that such emotional upset could have come from an in¬ 
tention that was merely moralistic or didactic. But the novel it¬ 
self, as I have tried to show, is the best proof of Hawthorne's tragic 
design. As I read the novel, it does not matter who was “right.” 
What matters is that Dimmesdale is dead and that Hester is alone; 
that a love that should have flourished in the sunlight had but one 
moment of stolen light and seven years of darkness. What matters 
is that in The Scarlet Letter the color of adultery was the color of 
roses and the color of death. 


DANIEL G. HOFFMAN 

Hester's Double Providence: The Scarlet Letter 

and the Green t 


It is apparent that the Puritans badly bungled the case of Hester 
Prynne. The scarlet letter they condemned her to wear was a self- 
evident judgment; A for Adultery. “Giving up her individuality, she 
would bi^ome a general symbol at which the preacher and moralist 
might point, and in which they might vivify and embody their 

t From Form and Fable in American pp. 177-^6. Some footnotes have been 
Fiction by Daniel G. Hoffman (New omitted and the remainder renumbered. 
York; Oxford University Press, 1961). 
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images of woman’s frailty and sinful passion.” Hester would cease 
to be a woman, and be henceforth a living emblem in a morality 
play: guilt without redemption, suffering without end. 

Yet in her first appearance the child at her breast made her, ”A” 
and all, resemble "the image of Divine Maternity.” By midpoint in 
the tale we can be told that “The scarlet letter had not done Its 
office,” for her "A” has taken on significations unintended by the 
judges. After some years of tending the sick as a "self-ordained Sister 
of Mercy,” it was said that "The letter was the symbol of her 
calling. . . . They said it meant Able, so strong was Hester Prynne, 
with a woman’s strength.” Stranger still, it "had the effect of the 
cross on a nun’s bosom,” endowing Hester with "a kind of sacred* 
ness.” Yet she herself tells Pearl that the “A” is “The Black Man’s 
mark,” and when, in her forest rendezvous with Dimmesdale, she 
removed the scarlet letter, and shook loose her hair, she was at once 
transformed. “Her sex, her youth, and the whole richness of her 
beauty, came back,” as sunshine flooded down in token of the 
sympathy of Nature—"that wild, heathen Nature of the forest, 
never subjugated by human law, or illumined by higher truth.” 

But now Pearl does not recognize her mother. 

Many modem readers find Hester’s elf-child intolerably arch, 
with her pranks and preternatural knowledge. She is indeed a re¬ 
markable infant, distinguished as much for her fidelity to the actual 
psychology of a three-year-old child as for the allegorism with which 
Hawthorne manipulates her strange behavior. Her fixation upon the 
"A” might seem completely arbitrary, yet children of that age do 
indeed become attached to familiar objects in just such a fashion. 
Pearl was closely modelled on Hawthorne’s own little daughter 
Una. And if Una was named for Spenser’s allegorical heroine. 
Pearl, as Mr. Male remarks, takes her name from the passage in 
Matthew which signifies truth and grace. When Hester strips her¬ 
self of the scarlet letter she regains her pagan sexuality in the 
heathen world of Nature, beyond human law and divine truth. She 
has also taken off a token familiar to Pearl since earliest infancy. 
Both literally and figuratively, her child must resent her chang^ 
appearance until the familiar badge of discipline is resumed. 

At one point Pearl amuses herself by mimicking her mother. She 
has been gazing into a pool in the woods, "seeking a passage for 
herself into its [reflected] sphere of impalpable earth and unattain* 
able sky.” Her attempt to merge herself into the elements is un¬ 
availing, and she turns to other tricks. She makes herself a mantle 
of seaweed, and, “As the last touch to her mermaid’s garb. Pearl 
took some eel-grass, and imitated, as best she could, on her own 
bosom ... the letter A,—^but freshly green instead of scarlet!” 
When Hester beholds her handiwork she says, "My little Pearl, the 
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green letter, cm thy childish bosom, has no purport. But dost thou 
know, my child, what this letter means which thy mother is doomed 
to wear?" Pearl, with her preternatural intuition, answers 'Truly do 
II It is for the same reason that the minister keeps his hand over 
his heart!" But Hester cannot bear to tell her what she seems already 
to know, and breaks off, saying, "1 wear it for the sake of its gold 
thread." 

This scene perhaps seems a digression which fails to advance our 
understanding of either Hester or Pearl. But in fact it comprises a 
metaphoric recapitulation and explanation of the nature of Hester's 
offense. Pearl’s allegorical function brings into The Scarlet Letter 
the pagan values which Hawthorne had synthesized in "The May- 
pole of Merry Mount."^ But in The Scarlet Letter the amoral free¬ 
dom of the green natural world is viewed with yet greater reservations 
than was true of his story, written fifteen years earlier. We have al¬ 
ready noticed that the forest is described, in flester’s rendezvous 
with Dimmesdale, as "wild, heathen Nature.” The child will not 
let her mother cast the scarlet letter aside because Pearl hersdf is 
emblem of a passion which partook of that same heathen, natural 
wildness. "What we did had a consecration of its own," Hester 
assures Arthur, but that consecration was not a Christian or a 
moral sanctity. It was an acknowledgment of the life force itself. 
Consequently Pearl is endowed with the morally undirected energies 
of life. "The spell of life went forth from her ever creative spirit; 
and communicated itself to a thousand objects, as a torch kindles a 
flame wherever it may be applied.” This spell is the power of 
fecundity, and its derivative power, that of imagination. "The un- 
likeliest materials—a stick, a bunch of rags, a flower—^were the 
puppets of Pearl’s witchcraft .. These she brings to life, and she 
feels in herself kinship with life in every form. Although the forest 
is a place of dread and evil, the haunt of witches and of heathen 
Indian sorcerers, Pearl is at home among its creatures. It "became 
the playmate of the lonely infant" and "put on the kindest of 
moods to welcome her." Squirrels fling their treasured nuts to Pearl, 
while even wolves and foxes take caresses from her hand. "The 
mother-forest, and those wild things which it nourished, all recog¬ 
nized a kindred wildness in the human child." 

It was in this mother-forest that Hester had had her tryst with 
Dimmesdale, beyond human law and divine truth. Hester herself 
sees that "The child could not be made amenable to rules. In 

1. In this story (1836), Hawthorne de- 2. Compare the passage on imagination 

plots the conflict between the natural in “liie Custom-House” ^pter: 

joyousness of Merry Mount and the “Nothing is too small or too tnfling 

gloomy moral seriousness of Salem, with to undergo this change (from material- 

reservations about each and a possible ity into things of intellect], and ac- 

reconciliation of the two in the “trou- quire dignity thereby. A child’s shoe; 

bled joy" of human love. [Editor.] the doll ... the hobby-horse. . . .” 
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giving her existence, a great law had been broken; and the result 
was a being whose elements wdre perhaps beautiful and brilliant, 
but all in disorder." 

What is lacking in Pearl of course is the imposition of that 
transcendent ordering principle which man, through grace, imposes 
upion Nature. Lacking this, she seems to the Puritans a "demon off¬ 
spring." Mr. Wilson, the most humane among them, asks her, 
"Art thou a Christian child, ha? Dost know thy catechism? Or 
art thou one of those naughty elfs or fairies, whom we thought to 
have left behind us, with other relics of Papistry, in merry old Eng¬ 
land?" Pearl is indeed an elf, a pre-Christian Nature-spirit in hu¬ 
man form, whose soul must be made whole by submission to 
divinely ordered morality before it can be saved. Mistress Hibbins, 
the witch, is eager to attach Pearl to her legion, and tells her that 
her father is the Prince of the Air, just as she tells Dimmesdale to 
let her know when he goes again into the forest, for "My good word 
will go far towards gaining any strange gentleman a fair reception 
from yonder potentate you wot of." When Dimmesdale protests 
that he was only on his way to greet the Apostle Eliot, 

"Ha, ha, hal’’cackled the old witch-lady. . . . "Well, well, we 

must needs talk thus in the daytime! You carry it off like an old 

hand! But at midnight, and in the forest, we shall have other talk 

together! ’’ 

Dimmesdale, however, has not yet sold his soul to the devil, as 
had Young Goodman Brown—who was lawfully wedded at that. 
Dimmesdale’s intuitive knowledge of the sin that sears all human 
hearts has made him more compassionate, not less so, and his 
sufferings result from his moral cowardice rather than from the 
presumptive sin of loving Hester. In the exposition of Dimmesdale’s 
spiritual progress Mistress Hibbins plays a considerable role, though 
she remains a minor character. We find her present, for instance, 
on that midnight when Dimmesdale mounted the scaffold but 
could not bring himself publicly to confess his sin. He shrieks aloud, 
but no one awakes, or, if they did, "the drowsy slumberen mistook 
the cry either for something frightful in a dream, or for the noises 
of witches ... as they rode with Satan through the air." Besides 
the family group (Hester, Pearl, and Chillingworth) there are but 
three observers of Dimmesdale’s self-torment. One is Governor 
Bellingham, who comes to his window, startled by the cry. He is 
the surrogate of earthly power, the ranking representative of civil 
government. Dimmesdale could confess to him, but he does not do 
so. A second observer appears at the window of the same house— 
Mistress Hibbins, who is Governor Bellingham’s sister. In his¬ 
torical fact one Mrs. Ann Hibbins, “widow of one of |he foremost 
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men in Boston and said to have been a sister of Governor Belling¬ 
ham,” was executed for a witch in 1656. This account fitted Haw- 
thome’s schematic purposes perfectly, to have the figurehead of 
Earthly Power aligned by blood and residence with the Mistress of 
Darkness. The third passerby is the Reverend Mr. Wilson, who 
“came freshly from the death-chamber of Governor Winthrop.’' 
Thus Dimmesdale's abortive confession is made at the moment of 
the reception into Heaven of a Puritan saint. Wilson represents the 
power of Heavenly succour. These are the three realms of power 
in Puritan New England—civil, daimonic, and divine. Dimmesdale 
is thus given opportunities to ally himself with each, and allay or 
compound his guilt. But his isolation is so complete that none of 
these links with man, the devil, or God, can comfort him. 

I would suggest that Mistress Hibbins’s role as a witch should be 
taken as seriously in The Scarlet Letter as was the use of witch¬ 
craft in “Young Goodman Brown.”® Indeed, she brings into the 
moral universe of The Scarlet Letter all of the associations which 
are so fully developed in the earlier story. Like Young Goodman 
Brown, like Mr. Hooper,* like Dimmesdale himself, she, who has 
experienced sin herself, has intuitive knowledge of the sinful nature 
of her fellow-mortals: 

“Many a church-member saw I, walking behind the music, that 
has danced in the same measure with me, when Somebody was 
fiddler . . . But this minister! Couldst thou surely tell, Hester, 
whether he was the same man that encountered thee on the forest- 
path?” 

Hester, startled, protests that she knows nothing of this. But 
Mistress Hibbins takes the scarlet letter to be Hester's badge in her 
own sorority of sin: 

“I know thee, Hester; for I behold the token. . . . But this minis¬ 
ter! Let me tell thee, in thine ear! When the Black Man sees one 
of his own servants, signed and sealed, so shy of owning to the 
bond as is the Reverend Mr. Dimmesdale, he hath a way of order¬ 
ing matters so that the mark shall be disclosed in open daylight to 
the eyes of all the world!” 

Who could say that the demonic prophecy failed of fulfillment? 

Mistress Hibbins had already set her cap for Hester’s soul. Like a 
good witch she is always on the look-out for acolytes, and so she had 
whispered “Hist! . . . wilt thou go with us tonight? There will be a 
merry company in the forest; and I well-nigh promised the Black 

3 . Witchcraft in this story (183S) is but. rather, as an historically credible 
taken seriously in the sense that the imsge of human sinfulness. {Editor,] 
Witches’ Sabbath, which constitutes the 4. Parson Hooper, the central figure in 
climkctic part of the story and is the “The Minister’s Black Veil” (183A), 
cause of the main character’s loss of wears a veil over his face as a token 
faith 'in mankind, is not presented as of human sin and sorrow. [Editor.] 
mere seventeenth-century superstitution. 
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Man that comely Hester Prynne should make one.’* What saved 
Hester from this temptation, if such it would otherwise have been 
to her, was Mr. Wilson’s Christian charity in granting her custody 
of Pearl. ’’Had they taken her from me, I would willingly have gone 
with thee into the forest, and signed my name in the Black Man’s 
book too, and that with mine own blood,” says Hester. As lodg as 
Hester is responsible for Pearl—^who represents both the emblem of 
her sin and, as grace, the possibility of her own redemption, she will 
be proof against the blandishments of the Black Man’s coven. 

The salvation of Pearl depends upon Dimmesdale. Until he ac* 
knowledges himself her father she can have no human patrimony, 
and must remain a Nature-spirit, untouched by the redemptive or¬ 
der that was broken in her conception. For Hawthorne, Nature is 
amoral but not malign. Witchcraft is not the forest’s nature; it 
comes into being when man repudiates God and chooses Satan. The 
forest, having no moral will, can shelter either the spirit of the 
Maypole or the self-damned coven of the Prince of Air. Hence 
Pearl, like the Maypole mummers, is not yet damned, because un¬ 
fallen; but, like them, she is not yet wholly human either. Dimmes- 
dale’s confession wrenches her first kiss for him from Pearl, and her 
first tears. ”As her tears fell upon her father’s cheek, they were the 
pledge that she would grow up amid human joy and sorrow, nor 
forever do battle with the world, but be a woman in it. Towards 
her mother, too, Pearl’s errand as a messenger of anguish was all 
fulfilled.” 

If Mistress Hibbins be the devil's servant, the Prince of Dark¬ 
ness has yet a closer liegeman in The Scarlet Letter. From his first 
appearance Roger Chillingworth is described in demonic terms. He 
steps forth from the forest accompanied by a heathen sachem, and 
later avows that he has learned more of his medical arts from “a 
people well versed in the kindly properties of simples" than from 
the universities of Europe. Indeed, the townsfolk, who had at first 
welcomed him as Mr. Dimmcsdale’s companion and saviour, by the 
end of chapter IX have begun to suspect that his medicine was 
learned from those ‘‘powerful enchanters” skilled ‘‘in the black 
arts.” And many persons of ‘‘sober sense and practical observation” 
note the change that has overtaken Chillingworth. ‘‘Now there 
was something ugly and evil in his face. . . . According to the 
vulgar idea, the fire in his laboratory had been brought from the 
lower regions, and was fed with infernal fuel; and so, as might be 
expected, his visage was getting sooty with smoke.” Here again the 
superstition is offered half-mockingly; yet the image, which links 
Chillingworth with the base, demonic alter ego of the alchemist 
Aylmer in ‘"The Birthmark ”—a monster stained with soot—is in¬ 
deed appropriate to Chillingworth; like Aylmer himself, Chilling¬ 
worth too is guilty of an unforgivable sin of intellect, and much 
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less forgivably so. Hawthorne goes on to aver that *"it grew to be a 
widely diffused opinion, that the Reverend Arthur Dimmesdale, like 
many other personages of especial sanctity, in all ages of the Chris¬ 
tian world, was haunted either by Satan himself, or Satan’s emissary 
in the guise of old Roger Chillingworth. . . . The people looked, 
with an unshaken hope, to see the minister come forth out of the 
conflict, transfigured with the glory which he would unquestionably 
win.” Public opinion is now unanimous in reading Chillingworth’s 
role aright, but at the beginning of that chapter it had concurred 
in seeing his presence in its obscure community in a different light: 
it was believed “that Heaven had wrought an absolute miracle, by 
transporting an eminent Doctor of Physic, from a German univer- 
sity, bodily through the air, and setting him down at the door of 
Mr. Dimmesdale’s study.” At the doctor's suggestion, Dimmesdale's 
friends arrange for them to lodge in the same house. Not until 
much later do the people recognize that their German doctor may 
well be a Faust. Yet in the end it is popular rumor and fireside tradi- 
tion which does see the truth about Chillingworth. The force of 
popular belief is stronger, in the end, than even the force of religious 
law which branded Hester, for she long outlives the censure with 
which her letter was to have forever marked her. The same people 
who reviled her at the scaffold live to seek her counsel in their own 
trials. 

Hawthorne rather heavily underscores Chillingworth's demonism 
in the eleventh chapter, calling him “the Pitiless . . . the Unfor¬ 
giving.” There it is made plain that Dimmesdale's sufferings are 
purgatorial, but that those of his leech have no cessation in prospect 
since he has broken both the natural ties that bind and the nat¬ 
ural barriers that separate men. Chillingworth’s demonism is closely 
associated with his metamorphic power: indeed, he is the only diar- 
acter in this book who holds that power. From the beginning he 
appears in disguise, hiding his true name and his relationship to 
Hester, as he will later mask his vengeful hatred of Dimmesdale. 
Neither the minister, on his way toward repentance, nor Hester, on 
hers toward stoical resignation and reintegration with society, can 
avail themselves of such slippery tricks. Dimmesdale’s seeming 
purity wracks him with inward torture, while Hester is bound by 
Chillingworth’s will, not her own, to conceal his relationship to her. 
The lovers’ desperate plan of escaping from New England to assume 
new identities among the anonymous multitudes of London is still¬ 
born, and not only because Roger would prevent it. Just as Hester 
realizes that she cannot flee, so is Dimmesdale drawn again and 
again to the scaffold, the scene of her public and his secret shame. 
They can struggle toward grace, they can know their own true 
identities, only in their own persons. And they are what their his¬ 
tories have made them be. * * ♦ 



572 * Ernest Sandeen 


ERNEST SANDEEN 
The Scarlet Letter as a Love Storyt 

The Scarlet Letter has been interpreted as a story of sins and sin¬ 
ners for so long that this perspective has hardened into a conven¬ 
tion. In Hester, Dimmesdale, and Pearl the sin of adultery and its 
consequences are seen; to Dimmesdale is added the further, less 
sympathetic sin of hypocrisy; and beyond the pale stands Chilling- 
worth in his isolating sin of pride and self-consuming revenge. Once 
this standard point of view is assumed, it can be supported by what 
is incontroveitibly in the text, but if the angle of attention is 
shifted so that the novel is seen as a love story, that is, as a tragedy 
of the grand passion rather than as a tale of sinful passion, then cer¬ 
tain features in our picture of the novel, obscure before, will leap 
into prominence and some of the previously more emphatic features 
will change their value in relation to the whole composition. Haw¬ 
thorne's masterpiece may remain for us a haunted book, but it will 
be haunted by a mystery which we can identify as the mystery of 
erotic passion itself. It will be seen, in this perspective, that passion 
is the fixed reality throughout the novel and that it is "sin” which is 
the shifting, ambiguous term, as it is refracted in the many-sided 
ironies of the plot and of the narrative commentary. Further, from 
this point of view it becomes clear that the passion of the lovers is 
entering its most interesting phase when the story opens instead of 
being over and done with, except for its consequences, as is tacitly 
assumed in the conventional approach. 


Hester Prynne can never honestly bring herself to regard her rela¬ 
tions with Arthur Dimmesdale as "sinful.” It is true that she sub¬ 
mits to the harsh, life-long penance of the scarlet letter and suffers 
with patience the various agonies which it daily imposes on her. 
Because she knows what the letter means to the townspeople, she 
also feels the shame which was intended to be her punishment. But 
there is no reason to conclude that she regrets her passion. The nar¬ 
rator observes that her capacity to regard as sin the joy she took in 
fine needle work—^work which "might have been a mode of express¬ 
ing, and therefore soothing, the passion of her life”—“betokened 
. . . no genuine and steadfast repentance, but something . . . that 
might be deeply wrong, beneath.” Again, after her second interview 
with her husband, Hester concludes quite simply that she hates 

t From PMLA, 77 (1962), 42S-3S. Footnotes have been omitted. 
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him; he has wronged her more deeply than she ever wronged him. 
“But Hester,” comments the nanator, “ought long ago to have 
done with this injustice. What did it betoken? Had seven long 
years, under the torture of the scarlet letter, inflicted so much of 
misery, and wrought out no repentance?” As she watches Chilling, 
worth walk away, Hester wonders how she could have been per¬ 
suaded to marry him. “She deemed it her crime most to be 
repented of, that she had ever endured, and reciprocated, the luke- 
warm grasp of his hand, and had suffered the smile of her lips and 
eyes to mingle and melt into his own.” True passion, even though 
adulterous, may not be a sin to be repented of, but a loveless mar- 
riage is. 

If Hester is willing to endure “the torture of the scarlet letter,” it 
is because she is still in love, not because she is penitent. Her suffer¬ 
ing is not the price she has agreed to pay for her guilt but the cost 
she is glad to bear for her love. Her apparent humility and patience 
conceal her inner subversion of the penance imposed upon her at 
the same time that they express her devotion to her lover. Intima- 
tions of her true feelings are provided from the first scaffold scene 
on, but in her meeting with Arthur in the forest her secret is fully 
revealed. Here it is confessed that Arthur is for her the man “once 
—nay, why should we not speak it?—still so passionately loved!” 

When, a moment later, she has disclosed that Chillingworth is 
her husband, and Arthur has reacted as she feared he might, declar¬ 
ing that he cannot forgive her for her part in the conspiracy of 
silence, her passion breaks through the quiet, intimate decorum 
which they have preserved up to this point in their meeting. She 
clasps him desperately to her and simply demands his forgiveness. 
“All the world had frowned on her,—for seven long years had it 
frowned upon this lonely woman,—and still she bore it all . . . 
Heaven, likewise, had frowned upon her, and she had not died. But 
the frown of this pale, weak, sinful, and sorrow-stricken man was 
what Hester could not bear, and live!” It is the most moving passage 
in the book, a moment prepared for with careful dramatic calcula¬ 
tion, in which Hester’s life in all its tragic simplicity is illuminated. 

Arthur, like Hester, can regard the guilt of the vengeful husband 
as greater than that of their adultery; Chillingworth has deliberately 
violated “the sanctity of a human heart,” something which they 
never did. But Hester’s vehement confirmation goes further: 
“Never, never! . . . What we did had a consecration of its own. We 
felt it sol We said so to each other!” Such an ardent belief in the 
self-sufficiency and self-justification of love shows the advantage 
Hester has over Arthur in their present crisis. For as soon as Arthur 
grants her the forgiveness she must have, Hester takes control of die 
situation, and Arthur, all at sea as to what should be done, readily 
submits. Tenderly but firmly, with a lover’s calculation, she leads 
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him step by step to consider and finally to accept her simple plan of 
their running away from this community of "iron men” to live 
together in Europe. 

As the meeting in the forest flowers into a love scene, there is a 
disclosure of Hester’s physical beauty which accompanies the revela¬ 
tion of her soul’s secret. She casts the scarlet letter from her first; 
then she removes the cap which confines her hair, “and down*it fell 
upon her shoulders, dark and rich, with at once a shadow and a 
light in its abundance, and imparting the charm of softness to her 
features.” Her face is lighted with a new radiance which flushes her 
cheek, glows in her eyes and in her smile. Hester in this moment 
becomes, in effect, the very goddess of love who rules her life, just 
as the flood of sunshine which now pours into the forest is another 
outer manifestation of the same inner divinity. “Love, whether 
newly bom, or aroused from a deathlike slumber, must always create 
a sunshine, filling the heart so full of radiance, that it overflows 
upon the outward world. Had the forest still kept its gloom, it 
would have been bright in Hester’s eyes, and bright in Arthur Dim- 
mesdale’s!” Here the deep force which moves through the story is 
at last called by its proper name—not sin, not guilty passion, not 
shame, not hypocrisy, but “love.” 

Hester’s transfiguration in this scene gives substance to a mysteri- 
ous quality associated with her from the beginning, a quality which 
suggests that the role she plays has a generic, communal signifi¬ 
cance. Something of the commanding radiance of the goddess, fully 
revealed in the forest, is evoked in Hester’s very first appearance. 
The description given of her as she steps through the prison door 
into the sunshine emphasizes her beauty and dignity of bearing, but 
what is brought out most forcefully by her statuesque yet elegant 
figure, her abundance of dark, glossy hair, her regular features and 
rich complexion, her “marked brow and deep black eyes,” is an 
impression of great erotic power. It is this power which comes to a 
focus in the scarlet letter she is wearing. Through her skill in 
embroidery she has converted the shameful “A” into such an arrest¬ 
ing work of art that it makes a mockery of the punitive intention of 
her judges. In short, her whole appearance—significantly resented 
by the matrons in the crowd—seems to glorify the very passion for 
which she is supposedly being exposed to public shame. 

In the years that follow, Hester comes gradually to play a part in 
the community which expresses in sublimated form the love that 
she is prevented from expressing directly. But at the same time it is 
a part which stresses the representative character of her role in the 
novel. Necessarily, she finds her place in those neglected areas of 
communal life where impulses for good are called for which cannot 
be commanded by force, and where mercy, sympathy, and pity are 
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more appropriate than justice or legislated goodness. She fashions 
clothes for the poor and even feeds them from her meager supply, 
although frequently the only thanks she gets is a jibe. In the more 
prosperous families, indeed in the best families, she comes to have a 
welcome and intimate place in times of pestilence, sickness, and 
death. “In such emergencies, Hester’s nature showed itself warm 
and rich; a well-spring of human tenderness. ...” As a lover she has 
been ostracized but as a “self-ordained Sister of Mercy” she is 
warmly accepted, although her works of charity spring from the 
same fertile depths of her being as the passion which has made her 
an outcast. She is the pariah that the human family takes to its 
heart in times of affliction; she bears the burden of man’s affective 
nature, including outlawed passion, which the Puritan society is 
trying to suppress but which it cannot do without. Again, the capac¬ 
ity which her scarlet letter gives her to detect the presence of others, 
no matter how respectable or venerable, who are guilty of the same 
sinful passion as she, serves to emphasize her scapegoat role. Openly 
branded with the offense which many others share with her in 
secret, she purges the public conscience. 


Seven years after its imposition there are many townspeople who 
read the scarlet letter as meaning “Able” or “Admirable” rather than 
the word it was originally intended to stand for. To the reader, how¬ 
ever, who has the advantage of witnessing the lovers’ meeting in the 
forest, another word occurs which the scarlet “A” might appropri¬ 
ately signify but which the pious citizens could not be expected to 
think of. TTiat word is “Amor.” 

It has been observed again and again that Arthur Dimmesdale 
suffers more from the guilt of his hypocrisy than from the guilt of 
his passion, and it has been generally assumed that he is prevented 
from making a public confession by his weakness and lack of cour¬ 
age. Yet despite his physical frailty the impression he conveys 
throughout the novel is that of a man of exceptionally powerful 
character and personality. 

If his sin were a matter of a single impulsive act which belonged 
to the past, it ought to have been over and done with. Hester states 
the case with uncanny precision in the course of their conversation 
in Ihe forest. “You have deeply and sorely repented. Your sin is left 
behind you, in the days long past. Your present life is not less holy, 
in very truth, than it seems in people’s eyes. Is there no reality in 
the penitence thus sealed and witnessed by good works?” If this is a 
lover’s question on Hester’s part, posed iti the hope of a negative 
response, she is not disappointed. ^'^No, Hester, nol’ replied the 
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clergyman. 'There is no substance in it( It is cold and dead, and can 
do nothing for me! Of penance I have had enough! Of penitence 
there has been none!' ” What horrifies Arthur is not his feeling of 
guilt but his inability to feel the guilt which he believes he ought to 
feel. 

He has prayed long and earnestly; he has subjected hiinself to 
fasts, vigils, and even flagellations. Why, then, has there b^n no 
repentance? TTie obvious explanation would seem to be that in some 
unacknowledged depth of his psyche he is still in love and can no 
more regret his passion than Hester can regret hers. If he is weak, it 
is only because he is, unlike Hester, obscurely but fatally at war 
with himself. Hester gives the impression of strength because of the 
complete self-knowledge and self-command she displays, but Arthur 
is presented, up to the last few chapters of the book, as a person the 
reader can know better than Arthur can know himself. The very 
orthodoxy of his mind prevents him from recognizing the heresy of 
passion in which he is entangled and which nullifies the remorse he 
tries so hard to suffer. 

4i « * 

Arthur's night vigil on the scaffold is not altogether the hollow, 
ineffectual miming which it would seem to be at the time. It turns 
out to be a rehearsal for the final climactic scene in his life’s drama 
in which he will act out the part of his conscience in the clear, 
public light of day. Before he can achieve this triumph, however, he 
must deal with the inner obstruction which blocks his way to 
repentance. 

His opportuhity comes during his meeting with Hester in the 
forest, but it is an opportunity disguised at first as utter despair. He 
must arrive, it .seems, at the very end of his moral strength before 
his salvation can begin. Exhausted by his long, fruitless struggle 
with his conscience and horrified at the prospects opened up by 
what Hester has told him of Chillingworth, Arthur turns to her in a 
state of abject helplessness. “Think for me, Hester! Thou art strong. 
Resolve for me!” Again, a moment later, “Be thou strong for me! 

... Advise me what to do.” As we have seen, Hester responds to his 
need, and with a tender but shrewd regard for his moral predica¬ 
ment she gradually leads him to her own bold solution of his 
difficulties—and of hers. 

Clearly, Arthur is not a disciple of true love; he is not a typical 
initiate into the mysteries of the grand passion. Nevertheless he has 
been touched in some hidden recess of his soul with the divine—or, 
from his point of view—diabolical Eros. As was noted earlier, pas¬ 
sion is the basic principle and purpose of Hester’s life, and in her 
secret heart she wears the scarlet “A,” not as a shameful .badge of 
sin, but as a proud banner of love. She has scarcely more reverence 
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for "whatever priests or legislators [have] established" than has 
"the wild Indian in his woods." Arthur, on the other hand, is sin¬ 
cerely and wholly dedicated to a social and religious code which 
condemns the passion joining him to Hester. He has never been 
able to assimilate this passion into the orthodoxy which forms his 
view of life and his image of himself, except as sin. His love for 
Hester continues to smolder in him on a submerged level where it 
effectually frustrates all his attempts to feel fully penitent, but it 
remains something not dreamt of in his philosophy. Whenever it 
flares up momentarily as it did that night when he. Pearl, and Hester 
stood with joined hands on the scaffold, he can only wonder at it. 
He feels it as a force which flows into him from outside, a "rush of 
new life, other life than his own** [italics added]; he cannot or 
will not recognize it as part of himself 

However, when he consents to escape with Hester to Europe he 
also consents, by implication, to make of their love a primary princi¬ 
ple of life, as she has done from the first. He agrees to base his 
future, as she is willing to base hers, on the passion which has 
united them. In short, the clergyman becomes the lover. For the 
first time Arthur Dimmesdale has accepted his passion and made it 
his own. 

Once he has assented to Hester’s plan, Arthur feels an invigorat. 
ing sense of relief and liberation. "His spirit rose, as it were, with a 
bound, and attained a nearer prospect of the sky, than throughout 
all the misery which had kept him grovelling on the earth. Of a 
deeply religious temperament, there was inevitably a tinge of the 
devotional in his mood.” He is experiencing the joy of the convert 
to the Church of Love and he feels deeply grateful to the priestess 
who converted him. "O Hester, thou art my better angel! I seem to 
have flung myself—sick, sin-stained, and sorrow-blackened—down 
upon these forest-leaves, and to have risen up all made anew, and 
with new powers to glorify Him that hath been merciful! This is 
already the better life! Why did we not find it sooner?” 

Arthur’s backward glance and his confusing his new enthusiasm 
with his former worship of the Puritan Deity strike the ominous 
note of a possible relapse which Hester is quick to detect and to 
squelch, as well she might. “Let us not look back, . . . The past is 
gone! Wherefore should we linger upon it now? See! With this 
symbol, I undo it all, and make it as it had never been!" Where¬ 
upon Hester removes the scarlet letter and flings it from her. It is, 
as she has said, a symbolic act involving both of them, and it means 
that their passion has redeemed them from the law which would 
damn them. Here in the wildwood true love has cast off guilt. 

On his way home from the forest Arthur continues to feel the 
transforming effects of his conversion. He moves along with an 
unwonted abundance of energy, but as he comes into Ae town and 
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hurries through the streets, there appear “other evidences of a revo¬ 
lution in the sphere of [his] thought anch feeling” which are more 
painful than exhilarating. They take the form of almost uncontrol¬ 
lable impulses to utter heresies, impieties, blasphemies, and impuri¬ 
ties to the various people he meets. If he were to give way to these 
impulses, he feels “that it would be at once involuntary and inten¬ 
tional; in spite of himself, yet growing out of a profounder self than 
that which opposed the impulse.” The two selves of Arthur Dim- 
mesdale are now more nearly on equal terms than they have ever 
been before. The “profounder self”—the asocial, “natural,” uncivil¬ 
ized self—has at last been released and his first inclination is to 
take revenge on the other, orthodox self who has kept him so long 
confined and submerged. 

The narrator, with the solemn moralism which Hawthorne has 
made a part of his character, “explains” Dimmesdale’s psychological 
state: “Tempted by a dream of happiness, he had yielded himself 
with deliberate choice, as he had never done before, to what he 
knew was deadly sin. And the infectious poison of that sin had been 
thus rapidly diffused throughout his moral system. It had stupefied 
all blessed impulses, and awakened into vivid life the whole brother¬ 
hood of bad ones.” What is being emphasized under this pious 
pontificating is that Arthur has chosen something which he has 
never chosen before. For the first time in his life he has taken into 
account his “profounder self,” the submerged affective self of desire, 
feeling, and passion. 

As the sequel shows, the narrator's moralizing is Hawthorne’s 
ironic mock-moralizing. The events which follow prove that the nar¬ 
rator’s analysis is wrong, that the choice Arthur made in the forest 
has not stupefied all his good impulses and awakened all his bad 
ones. On the contrary, if he had never chosen to accept his passion 
as he did, he might well have died in his sins. To be sure, he has 
not, with this choice, achieved his moral redemption in one stroke, 
as Hester believes he has. But he has taken what will prove to have 
been the decisive and necessary first step. 

Arriving home, Dimmesdale finds that in the intimacy of his 
study where he has spent so many hours of anguish his sense of 
having come from the forest a new man is, if anything, intensified; 
“he seemed to stand apart, and eye this former self with scornful, 
pitying, but half-envious curiosity. ITiat self was gonci Another man 
had returned out of the forest; a wiser one; with a knowledge of 
hidden mysteries which the simplicity of the former never could 
have reached. A bitter kind of knowledge that!” Here, as before, 
Hawthorne is using his narrative voice to make an important obser¬ 
vation at the same time that he distorts it with gloomy moralistic 
exaggeration. It is true that Arthur’s new self, the self he chose in 
the forest, is now dominant but the disappearance of the old self is 
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more apparent than real. For it is hardly “in character” for the 
newly liberated “self” alone, after flinging the already written pages 
of the Election sermon into the fire, to sit down to the task of writ- 
ing a new one. Surely it is more accurate to say that the two selves 
of Arthur Dimmesdale sit down together. The minister, having 
finally accepted the lover, has found an ally where before he had 
found an enemy. 

With the power of passion now working with him and not 
against him, he writes “with such an impulsive flow of thought and 
emotion, that he [fancies] himself inspired.” A trace of his habit¬ 
ual scrupulosity lingers on as he wonders “that Heaven should see 
fit to transmit the grand and solemn music of its oracles through so 
foul an organ-pipe as he.” But in a moment he has recklessly dis¬ 
missed “that mystery to solve itself, or go unsolved forever . . .” 
Clergyman and lover work together in a fruitful, ecstatic harmony 
which speeds the night away. At sunrise there sits Dimmesdale 
“with the pen still between his fingers, and a vast, immeasurable 
tract of written space behind him!” 


In the moral dilemma which he represents Arthur Dimmesdale 
brings to a focus the conflict which runs through the novel between 
the demands of primitive nature and the demands of civilized 
society. He is implicated in the passion which makes him one with 
Hester but he is even more deeply implicated in the Puritan theoc¬ 
racy. His bad conscience causes him to believe his role as a leader 
in the affairs of the community is a hollow sham but actually it is 
less a deception than is Hester's apparently humble acceptance of 
the public will. For most of the story we see him in his associations 
with the town, but when he leaves the forest after his meeting with 
Hester, he has oscillated for the moment, in his conflicting double 
commitment, toward passion and the lawless wilderness. 

In the climactic scene which has for its setting the Puritan Elec¬ 
tion Day, color images are used to heighten the contrast between 
the theocratic town and its primitive surroundings, the forest and 
the sea. Flection Day may be a Puritan festival but it is the barbar¬ 
ian outsiders and not the citizens who furnish the festive hues. 
Highlighted against the soberly dressed crowd, for example, stand 
“a party of Indians—in their savage finery.” But these are not “the 
wildest feature of the scene.” Tliis distinction is reserved for “some 
mariners,—a part of the crew of the vessel from the Spanish Main 
... rough-looking desperadoes” who violate with impunity “the rules 
of behavior . . . binding on all others,” smoking tobacco in public, 
for instance, and imbibing from their pocket-flasks. All of them are 
colorful in their dress but their master is “by far the most showy 
and gallant figure” in the whole crowd, with “a profusion of ril^ 
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bons on his garment," a sword at his side, gold lace and a gold 
chain on a hat which is topped with a feather. Tlie symbolic rela¬ 
tion of sailors to Red Men is specified; the mariners were "*the 
swarthy-cheeked wild men of the ocean, as the Indians were of the 
land," for "the sea, in those old times, heaved, swelled, and foamed 
very much at its own will, . . . with hardly any attempts at regula¬ 
tion by human law." * 

Hester Prynne’s attire embodies the contrast in color between the 
citizens’ and the outlanders’ dress. Her garment is of "coarse gray 
cloth” and "by some indescribable peculiarity in its fashion" has 
"the effect of making her fade personally out of sight and outline." 
At the same time, however, her "scarlet letter [brings] her back 
from this twilight indistinctness, and [reveals] her under the 
moral aspect of its own illumination." Her costume, that is, would 
serve as a camouflage causing her to blend deceptively into the 
crowd as if she were one of them, were it not that it fails to conceal 
the brilliant letter and, in fact, makes it stand out more promi¬ 
nently. The total impression is of a woman who is all scarlet letter. 
The garish "A” sets her off from the multitude and associates her 
allegorically with the Indians and Mariners, and with the same "wil¬ 
derness" that they belong to. Dressed as always in the brilliant hues 
that make her a living projection of the scarlet letter. Pearl links 
Hester even more closely to the colorful outsiders. Darting here and 
there through the multitude, "she ran and looked the wild Indian 
in the face; and he grew conscious of a nature wilder than his own.” 
The shipmaster, having failed to catch her and steal a kiss from her, 
flings her his gold chain which she "immediately twined . . . around 
her neck and waist, with such happy skill, that, once seen there, it 
became a part of her, and it was difficult to imagine her without 
it.” 


It is left to Arthur Dimmesdale to bring together the two antago¬ 
nistic moral worlds represented by the color imagery; the somberly 
attired Puritan crowd, and those set apart from the crowd by their 
symbolically primitive gaudiness of dress—the Indians, the semi- 
piratical mariners, Hester, and Pearl. Yet no one could appear more 
completely partisan in his allegiance than Arthur does in the first 
part of the holiday scene. The appointed preacher of the Election 
Day sermon, he walks in the procession to the church with an unu¬ 
sually energetic step, and once in the pulpit he inspires his listeners 
as they have seldom if ever been inspired before. Sp>eaking of the 
theme of God’s relation to certain "communities of mankind" and 
especially to that of New England, he breaks into a visionary strain 
and predicts for these "newly gathered people of the Lord” a "hig^ 
and glorious destiny." Afterward, his listeners declare that "never 
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had man spoken in so wise, so high, and so holy a spirit"* , as the 
minister. 

llie heavy emphasis on this public image of Dimmesdale as the 
idealized Puritan Everyman who vindicates the whole theocratic 
idea is obviously intended to strike the reader as ironic. For the 
reader knows, as the people cannot, that the creative energy whidi 
produced the sermon and sustained Dimmesdale in the pulpit had 
its source in the lovers’ meeting in the forest. To put it bluntly, the 
inspiration which breathed through the preacher’s apologia for the 
Puritan system is simply, from the Puritan point of view, "'outlawed 
passion.” ♦ ♦ * 

During the seven years between Hester’s public humiliation and 
his meeting with her in the forest Arthur tries valiantly to give 
himself up entirely to his conscience as his loyalty to the theocracy 
would demand. But it proves impossible to be rid of his passion 
merely by running away from it and trying to ignore it. It is ever 
with him, frustrating his every attempt to arrive at the state of peni- 
tence his conscience requires. Then, in his private meeting with 
Hester, he resolves to try the opposite alternative; he will become 
wholly the lover and flee from all his obligations to the community. 
We can only speculate as to the consequences, had he and Hester 
been allowed to proceed with their plan to escape, but, in view of 
his character, it is unlikely that Arthur would have been any more 
successful in trying to run away from his conscience than he had 
been before in trying to run away from his passion. 

Hester’s dismay at Arthur’s apparent withdrawal from their secret 
world when she sees him in the Election Day procession is well 
founded. She has believed that under her influence he has been con¬ 
verted to her own credo of love and thereby freed of his obligations 
as a man of God. But what she has done instead is to help him to 
reconcile the warring motivations in his soul. Through her the min¬ 
ister has been enabled to recognize and accept as the lover the self 
he had regarded before only as the sinner. Far from being destroyed 
in the process, the minister has found access to fresh inspiration 
and unsuspected energies which he has made use of in writing his 
sermon. Arthur has indeed become a new man but this new man is 
a synthesis of two selves, not a conversion from one self into the 
other. The new Arthur Dimmesdale has not at all shut Hester out 
of his world as she fears he has, but he has assumed a position of 
leadership in their relations. A dying man though he is, Arthur 
dominates the confession scene as Hester dominated die forest 
scene. 

Arthur's near attainment of inner wholeness not only makes possi¬ 
ble a public "confession,” but makes it imperative. Conscience and 
passion both demand a hearing. If Arthur in the final scaffold scene 
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confesses his adulterous passion as a sin, he also bears witness to it 
as a power. A sinner, he feels shame before his fellowman and fear 
before his God. But he also conveys a feeling which could be called 
spiritual pride if it were expressed by the sinner and not by the 
lover. When he bares his breast to reveal his own scarlet VA,” he 
stands before the people “with a flush of triumph in his face, as one 
who, in the crisis of acutest pain, had won a victory.” Even with his 
dying breath he thanks God for having granted him “this death of 
triumphant ignominy” before the people. We are reminded that 
Hester, in her ordeal on the scaffold, also managed to expose her 
guilt to the public gaze with an air of pride. • ♦ ♦ 

Hester Prynne is scrupulously kept “in character” through the 
confession scene. Since her view of their love is the traditional one 
of all true lovers, in which the grand passion is its own excuse for 
being, she accedes to Arthur’s resolution of their dilemma only with 
the greatest reluctance. She does not sympathize with him in his 
anxious concern about their social and religious obligations, nor 
does she share his elation at having reconciled passion and con¬ 
science. When he calls to her at the foot of the scaffold, she must 
intuit his intention at once, for she responds “slowly, as if impelled 
by inevitable fate, and against her strongest will.” l^ter, when they 
have ascended the scaffold and his purpose is clear, he asks her, “Is 
not this better, . . . than what we dreamed of in the forest?” Her 
answer is confused but is characteristic of her romantic desire for 
simple escape. “I know notl I know not! . . . Better? Yea; so we 
may both die, and little Pearl die with us!” 

Such a forthright expression of the “death wish” is typical among 
lovers who think and feel in the grand style. Arthur, however, 
makes it clear that such an ideal suicidal consummation is far from 
his thought, though he himself is about to die. “For thee and Pearl, 
be it as God shall order . . . and God is merciful! Let me now do 
the will which he hath made plain before my sight. For, Hester, I 
am a dying man.” 

Hester’s last speech to her lover is also characteristic. “ ’Shall we 
not meet again?’ whispered she, bending her face down close to his. 
'Shall we not spend our immortal life together? Surely, surely, we 
have ransomed one another, with all this woe!’ ” In her view, love 
like theirs earns its own way even in the life beyond the grave. We 
recall that in the forest meeting she had insisted, “What we did 
had a consecration of its own.” But Arthur will not leave her with 
even this last consolation of the religion of love. He reminds her, 
instead, of the law they broke when they “violated [their] rever¬ 
ence each for the other’s soul.” As a consequence he fears it may be 
“vain to hope that we could meet hereafter, in an everlasting and 
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pure union. God knows and He is merciful.” Thus Arthur consigns 
Hester’s immortal, as he has consigned her mortal, life to a merciful 
God, but not to the god of romantic love. 


FREDERICK C. CREWS 
The Ruined Wallt 

“The golden sands that may sometimes be gathered (always, 
perhaps, if we know how to seek for them) along the dry bed 
of a torrent, adown which passion and feeling have foamed, 
and past away. It is good, therefore, in mature life, to trace 
back such torrents to their source.” 

—Hawthorne, American Notebooks 

Hester Prynne and Arthur Dimmesdale, in the protective gloom 
of the forest surrounding Boston, have had their fateful reunion. 
While little Pearl, sent discreetly out of hearing range, has been 
romping about in her unrestrained way, the martyred lovers have 
unburdened themselves. Hester has revealed the identity of Chil- 
lingworth and has succeeded in winning Dimmesdale’s forgiveness 
for her previous secrecy. Dimmesdale has explained the agony of his 
seven years' torment. Self-pity and compassion have led unexpect¬ 
edly to a revival of desire; “what we did,” as Hester boldly remem¬ 
bers, “had a consecration of its own,” and Arthur Dimmesdale 
cannot deny it. In his state of helpless longing he allows himself to 
be swayed by Hester’s insistence that the past can be forgotten, that 
deep in the wilderness or across the ocean, accompanied and sus¬ 
tained by Hester, he can free himself from the revengeful gaze of 
Roger Chillingworth. 

Hester’s argument is of course a superficial one; the ultimate 
source of Dimmesoale’s anguish is not Chillingworth but his own 
remorse, and this caimot be left behind in Boston. 'The closing 
chapters of The Scarlet letter demonstrate this clearly enough, but 
Hawthorne, with characteristic license, tells us at once that Hester 
is wrong. “And be the stem and sad truth spoken,” he says, “that 
the breach which guilt has once made into the human soul is never, 
in this mortal state, repaired. It may be watched and guarded; so 
that the enemy shall not force his way again into the citadel, and 
might even, in his subsequent assaults, select some other avenue, in 


t From The Sins of the Fathers: Haw- crick C. Crews. (New York: Oxford 
thorne^s Psychologicat Themes by Fred- University Press, 1966), pp. 136-53. 
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piefdence to that where he had formerly succeeded. But there is 
still the ruined wall, and, near it, the stealthy tread of the foe that 
would win over again his unforgotten triumph.’* 

This metaphor is too striking to be passed over quickly. Like Mel¬ 
ville's famous comparison of the unconscious mind to a subterra¬ 
nean captive king in Chapter XLI of Moby-Dick^ it provides us 
with a theoretical understanding of behavior we might otherwise 
judge to be poorly motivated. Arthur Dimmesdale, like Ahab, is 
“gnawed within and scorched without, with the infixed, unrelenting 
fangs of some incurable idea,” and Hawthorne’s metaphor, inserted 
at a crucial moment in the plot, enables us to see the inner mecha¬ 
nism of Dimmesdale’s torment. 

At first, admittedly, we do not seem entitled to draw broad psy¬ 
chological conclusions from these few sentences. Indeed, we may 
even say that the metaphor reveals a fruitless confusion of terms. 
Does Hawthorne mean to describe the soul’s precautions against tiie 
repetition of overt sin? Apparently not, since the “stealthy foe” is 
identified as g^Ut rather than as the forbidden urge to sin. But if 
the metaphor means what it says, how are we to reduce it to 
common sense? It is plainly inappropriate to see “guilt” as the origi¬ 
nal assailant of the citadel, for feelings of guilt arise only in reaction 
a^nst condemned acts or thoughts. The metaphor would seem to 
be plausible only in different terms from those that Hawthorne 
selected. 

We may resolve this confusion by appealing to Arthur Dimmes¬ 
dale’s literal situation. In committing adultery he has succumbed to 
an urge which, because of his ascetic beliefs, he has been unpre¬ 
pared to find in himself. Nor, given the high development of his 
conscience and the sincerity of his wish to be holy, could he have 
done otherwise than to have violently expelled and denied the sen¬ 
sual impulse, once gratified. It was at this point, we may say—the 
point at which oiie element of Dimmesdale’s nature passed a sen¬ 
tence of exile on another—that the true psychological damage was 
done. The original foe of his tranquility was guilt, but guilt for this 
thoughtless surrender to passion. In this light we see that Haw¬ 
thorne's metaphor has condensed two ideas that are intimately 
related. Dimmesdale’s moral enemy is the forbidden impulse, while 
his psychological enemy is guilt; but there is no practical difference 
between the two, for they always appear together. We may under¬ 
stand Hawthorne’s full meaning if we identify the potential invader 
of the citadel as a libidinal impulse, now necessarily bearing a 
charge of guilt. 

lliis hypothesis helps us to understand the sophisticated view of 
Dimmesdale’s psychology that Hawthorne’s metaphor implies. Dim¬ 
mesdale’s conscience (the watchful guard) has been delegated to 
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prevent repetition of the temptation's “unforgotten triumph.” The 
deterrent weapon of conscience is its capacity to generate feelings of 
guilt, which are of course painful to the soul. Though the tempta> 
tion retains all its strength (its demand for gratification), this is 
counterbalanced by its burden of guilt. To readmit the libidinal 
impulse through the guarded breach (to gratify it in the original 
way) would be to admit insupportable quantities of guilt. The soul 
thus keeps temptation at bay by meeting it with an equal and 
opposite force of condemnation. 

But let us consider the most arresting feature of Hawthorne’s 
metaphor. The banished impulse, thwarted in one direction, “might 
even, in his subsequent assaults, select some other avenue, in prefer¬ 
ence to that where he had formerly succeeded.” Indeed, the logic of 
Hawthorne’s figure seems to assure success to the temptation in 
finding another means of entrance, since conscience is massing all 
its defenses at the breach. This devious invasion would evidently be 
less gratifying than the direct one, for we are told that the stealthy 
foe would stay in readiness to attack the breach again. Some entry, 
nevertheless, is preferable to none, especially when it can be effec¬ 
tuated with a minimum resistance on the part of conscience. Haw¬ 
thorne has set up a strong likelihood that the libidinal impulse will 
change or disguise its true object, slip past the guard of conscience 
with relative ease, and take up a secret dwelling in the soul. 

In seeking to explain what Hawthorne means by this “other 
avenue” of invasion, we must bear in mind the double reference of 
his metaphor. It describes the soul's means of combating both sin 
and guilt—^that is, both gratification of the guilty impulse and con- 
sciousness of it. For Dimmesdale the greatest torment is to acknowl¬ 
edge that his libidinous wishes are really his, and not a temptation 
from the Devil. His mental energy is directed, not simply to avoid¬ 
ing sin, but to expelling it from consciousness—^in a word, to repress¬ 
ing it. The “other avenue" is the means his libido chooses, given 
the fact of repression, to gratify itself surreptitiously. In psychoana¬ 
lytic terms this is the avenue of compromise that issues in a neurotic 
symptom. 

Hawthorne’s metaphor of the besieged citadel cuts beneath the 
theological and moral explanations in which Dimmesdale puts his 
faith, and shows us instead an inner world of unconscious compul¬ 
sion. Guilt will continue to threaten the timid minister in spite of 
his resolution to escape it, and indeed (as the fusion of “tempta¬ 
tion" and “guilt” in the metaphor implies) this resolution will only 
serve to upset the balance of power and enable guilt to conquer the 
soul once more. Hawthorne’s metaphor demand that we see Dim¬ 
mesdale not as a free mortal agent but as a victim of feelings he can 
neither understand nor control. And the point can be extended to 
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include Chillingworth and even Hester, whose minds have been 
likewise altered by the consequences of the unforgotten act, the per¬ 
manent breach in the wall. If, as Chillingworth asserts, the awful 
course of events has been “a dark necessity" from the beginning, it 
is not because Hawthorne believes in Calvinistic predestination or/ 
wants to imitate Greek tragedy, but because all three of the central 
characters have been ruled by motives inaccessible to their conscious 
will. 

The implications we have drawn, perhaps over-subtly, from Haw¬ 
thorne’s metaphor begin to take on substance as we examine Arthur 
Dimmesdale in the forest scene. His nervousness, his mental exhaus¬ 
tion, and his compulsive gesture of placing his hand on his heart 
reveal a state that we would now call neurotic inhibition. His lack of 
energy for any of the outward demands of life indicates how all- 
absorbing is his internal trouble, and the stigma on his chest, though 
a rather crass piece of symbolism on Hawthorne’s part, must also be 
interpreted psychosomatically. Nor can we avoid observing that 
Dimmesdale shows the neurotic’s reluctance to give up his symp¬ 
toms. How else can we account for his obtuseness in not having rec¬ 
ognized Chillingworth’s character? "I might have known itl’’ he 
murmurs when Hester forces the revelation upon him. "I did know 
itl Was not the secret told me in the natural recoil of my heart, at 
the first sight of him, and as often as I have seen him since? Why 
did I not understand?’’ The answer,’ hidden from Dimmesdale’s sur¬ 
face reasoning, is that his relationship with Chillingworth, taken 
together with the change in mental economy that has accompanied 
it, has offered perverse satisfactions which he is even now powerless 
to renounce. Hester, whose will is relatively independent and 
strong, is the one who makes the decision to break with the past. 

We can understand the nature of Dimmesdale’s illness by defin¬ 
ing the state of mind that has possessed him for seven years. It is of 
course his concealed act of adultery that lies at the bottom of his 
self-torment. But why does he lack the courage to make his humilia¬ 
tion public? Dimmesdale himself offers us the clue in a cry of 
agony: "Of penance I have had enough! Of penitence there has 
b^n none! Else, I should long ago have thrown off these garments 
of mock holiness, and have shown myself to mankind as they will 
see me at the judgment-seat.’’ The plain meaning of this outburst is 
that Dimmesdale has never surmounted the libi^nal urge that pro¬ 
duced his sin. His "penance,’’ including self-flagellation and the 
more refined torment of submitting to Chillingworth’s influence, 
has failed to purify him because it has been unaccompanied by the 
feeling of penitence, the resolution to sin no more. Indeed, 1 
submit, Dimmesdale’s penance has incorporated and embodied the 
very urge it has been punishing. If, as he says, he has kept his gar- 
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ments of mock holiness because he has not repented, he must mean 
that in some way or another the forbidden impulse has found grati¬ 
fication in the existing circumstances, in the existing state of his 
soul. And this state is one of morbid remorse. The stealthy foe has 
re-entered the citadel through the avenue of remone. 

This conclusion may seem less paradoxical if we bear in mind a 
distinction between remorse and true repentance. In both states the 
sinful act is condemned morally, but in strict repentance the soul 
abandons the sin and turns to holier thoughts. Remorse of Dimmes- 
dale's type, on the other hand, is attached to a continual re-enact¬ 
ing of the sin in fantasy and hence a continual renewal of the need 
for self-punishment. Roger Chillingworth, the psychoanalyst 
manquSf understands the process perfectly; “the fear, the remorse, 
the agony, the ineffectual repentance, the backward rush of sinful 
thoughts, expelled in vain!" As Hawthorne explains, Dimmesdale’s 
cowardice is the “sister and closely linked companion" of his 
remorse. 

Thus Dimmesdale is helpless to reform himself at this stage 
because the passional side of his nature has found an outlet, albeit a 
self-destructive one, in his present miserable situation. The original 
sexual desire has been granted recognition on the condition of being 
punished, and the punishment itself is a form of gratification. Not 
only the overt masochism of fasts, vigils, and self-scourging (the last 
of these makes him laugh, by the way), but also Dimmesdale's ema¬ 
ciation and weariness attest to the spending of his energy against 
himself. It is important to recognize that this is the same energy 
previously devoted to passion for Hester. We do not exaggerate the 
facts of the romance in saying that the question of Dimmesdale’s 
fate, for all its religious decoration, amounts essentially to the ques¬ 
tion of what use is to be made of his libido. 

We are now prepared to understand the choice that the poor 
minister faces when Hester holds out the idea of escape. It is not a 
choice between a totally unattractive life and a happy one (not 
even Dimmesdale could feel hesitation in that case), but rather a 
choice of satisfactions, of avenues into the citadel. The seemingly 
worthless alternative of continuing to admit the morally condemned 
impulse by the way of remorse has the advantage, appreciated by all 
neurotics, of preserving the status quo. Still, the other course natu¬ 
rally seems more attractive. If only repression can be weakened— 
and this is just the task of Hester’s rhetoric about freedom—^Dim- 
mesdale can hope to return to the previous “breach” of adultery. 

In realitv, however, these alternatives offer no chance for happi¬ 
ness or even survival. The masochistic course leads straight to death, 
while the other, which Dimmesdale allows Hester to choose for 
him, is by now so foreign to his withered, guilt-ridden nature that it 
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can never be put into e£E^t. The resolution to sin will, instead, nec¬ 
essarily redouble the opposing force of conscience, which will be 
stronger in proportion to the overtness of the libidinal direat. As 
the concluding chapters of The Scarlet Letter prove, the only possi¬ 
ble result of Dimmesdale’s attempt to impose, in Hawthorne’s 
phrase, ’’a total change of dynasty and moral code, in that interior 
kingdom” will be a counter-revolution so violent that it will slay 
Dimmesdale himself along with his upstart libido. We thus see that 
in the forest, while Hester is prating of escape renewal, and success, 
Arthur Dimmesdale unknowingly faces a choice of two paths to sui¬ 
cide. 

Now, this psychological impasse is sufficient in itself to refute the 
most "liberal” critics of The Scarlet Letter —those who take Hes¬ 
ter’s proposal of escape as Hawthorne’s own advice. However much 
we may admire Hester and prefer her boldness to Dimmesdale’s 
self-pity, we cannot agree that she understands human nature 
very deeply. Her shame, despair, and solitude "had made her 
strong,” says Hawthorne, "but taught her much amiss.” What she 
principally ignores is the truth embodied in the metaphor of the 
rained wall, that men are altered irreparably by their violations of 
conscience. Hester herself is only an apparent exception to this rule. 
She handles her guilt more successfully than Dimmesdale because, 
in the first place, her conscience is less highly developed than his; 
and secondly because, as he tells her, "Heaven hath granted thee an 
open ignominy, that thereby thou mayest work out an open 
triumph over the evil within thee, and the sorrow without.” Those 
who believe that Hawthorne is an advocate of free love, that adul¬ 
tery has no ill effects on a “nonnal” nature like Hester’s, have failed 
to observe that Hester, too, undergoes self-inflicted punishment. 
Though permitted to leave, she has remained in Boston not simply 
because she wants to be near Arthur Dimmesdale, but because this 
has been the scene of her humiliation. "Her sin, her ignominy, were 
the roots which she had struck into the soil,” says Hawthorne. "The 
chain that bound her here was of iron links, and galling to her 
inmost soul, but never could be broken.” 

We need not dwell on this argument, for the liberal critics of 
The Scarlet Letter have been in retreat for many years. Their place 
has been taken by subtler readers who say that Hawthorne brings us 
from sin to redemption, from materialistic error to pure spiritual 
truth. The moral heart of the novel, in this view, is contained in 
Dimmesdale’s Election Sermon, and Dimmesdale himself is pic¬ 
tured as Christ-like in his holy death. Hester, in comparison, degen¬ 
erates spiritually after the first few chapters; the fact that her 
thoughts are still on earthly love while Dimmesdale is looking 
toward heaven is a serious mark against her. 
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This redemptive scheme, which rests on the unciiticized assump¬ 
tion that Hawthorne’s point of view is identical with Dimmesdale’s 
at the end, seems to me to misrepresent the “felt life” of The Scar¬ 
let Letter more drastically than the liberal reading. Both take for 
granted the erroneous belief that the novel consists essentially of the 
dramatization of a moral idea. The tale of human frailty and 
sorrow, as Hawthorne calls it in his opening chapter, is treated 
merely as the fictionalization of an article of faith. Hawthorne him¬ 
self, we might repeat, did^ot share this ability of his critics to 
shrug off the psychological reality of his work. The Scarlet Letter is, 
he said, “positively a hell fired story, into which I found it almost 
impossible to throw any cheering light.” 


Dimmesdale's sexual energy has temporarily found a new alterna¬ 
tive to its battle with repression—^namely, sublimation. In subli- 
mation, we are told, the libido is not repressed but redirected to 
aims that are acceptable to conscience. The writing of the Election 
Sermon is just such an aim, and readers who are familiar with psy¬ 
choanalysis will not be puzzled to find that Dimmesdale has pass^ 
without hesitation from the greatest blasphemy to fervent religious 
rhetoric. 

There is little doubt that Dimmesdale has somehow recovered his 
piety in the three days that intervene between the writing of the 
sermon and its delivery. Both Hester and Mistress Hibbins “find it 
hard to believe him the same man” who emerged from the forest. 
Though he is preoccupied with his imminent sermon as he marches 
past Hester, his energy seems greater than ever and his nervous 
mannerism is absent. We could say, if we liked, that at this point 
God’s grace has already begun to sustain Dimmesdale, but there is 
nothing in Hawthorne’s description to warrant a resort to superna¬ 
tural explanations. It seems likely that Dimmesdale has by now felt 
the full weight of his conscience’s case against adultery, has already 
determined to confess his previous sin publicly, and so is no longer 
suffering from repression. His libido is now free, not to attach itself 
to Hester, but to be sublimated into the passion of delivering his 
sermon and then expelled forever. 

The ironies in Dimmesdale’s situation as he leaves the church, 
having preached with magnificent power, are extremely subtle. His 
career, as Hawthorne tells us, has touched the proudest eminence 
that any clergyman could hope to attain, yet tl^is eminence is due, 
among other things, to “a reputation of whitest sanctity.” Further¬ 
more, Hester has been silently tormented by an inquisitive mob 
while Dimmesdale has been preaching, and we feel the injustice of 
the contrast. And yet Dimmesdale has already made the choice that 
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will render him worthy of the praise he is now receiving. If his 
public hypocrisy has not yet been dissolved, his hypocrisy with him¬ 
self is over. It would be small-minded not to recognize that Dim- 
mesdale has, after all, achieved a point of heroic independence—an 
independence not only of his fawning congregation but also of 
Hester, who frankly resents it. If the Christian reading of The Scar, 
let Letter judges Hester too roughly on theological grounds, it is at 
least correct in seeing that she lacks the detachment to appreciate 
Dimmesdale's final act of courage. While she remains on the steady 
level of her womanly affections, Dimmesdale, who has previously 
stooped below his ordinary manhood, is now ready to act with the 
exalted fervor of a saint. 

All the moral ambiguity of The Scarlet Letter makes itself felt in 
Dimmesdale’s moment of confession. We may truly say that no one 
has a total view of what is happening. The citizens of Boston, for 
whom it would be an irreverent thought to connect their minister 
with Hester, turn to various rationalizations to avoid comprehend¬ 
ing the scene. Hester is bewildered, and Pearl feels only a general¬ 
ized sense of grief. But what about Arthur Dinnnesdale? Is he really 
on his way to heaven as he proclaims God's mercy in his dying 
words? 

“He hath proved his mercy, most of all, in my afflictions. By giv¬ 
ing me this burning torture to bear upon my breast! By sending 
yonder dark and terrible old man, to keep the torture always 
at red-heat! By bringing me hither, to die this death of triumphant 
ignoininy before the people! Had either of these agonies been 
wanting, I had been lost for ever! Praised be his name! His will 
be done! Farewell!” 

This reasoning, which sounds so cruel to the ear of rational human¬ 
ism, has the logic of Christian doctrine behind it; it rests on the 
paradox that a man must lose his life to save it. The question that 
the neo-orthodox interpreters of The Scarlet Letter invariably 
ignore, however, is whether Hawthorne has prepared us to under¬ 
stand this scene only in doctrinal terms. Has he abandoned his 
usual irony and lost himself in religious transport? 

TTie question ultimately amounts to a matter of critical method: 
whether we are to take the action of The Scarlet Latter in natural 
or supernatural terms. Hawthorne offers us naturalistic explanations 
for everything that happens, and though he also puts forth opposite 
theories—Pearl is an elf-child. Mistress Hibbins is a witch, and so 
on—this mode of thinking is discredited by the simplicity of the 
people who employ it. We cannot conscientiously say that Chilling- 
worth is a devil, for example, when Hawthorne takes such care to 
show us how his devilishness has proceeded from his physical 
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deformity, his sense of inferiority and impotence, his sexual jeal 
ousy, and his perverted craving for knowledge. Hawthorne carries 
symbolism to the border of allegory but does not cross over. As for 
Dimmesdale’s retrospective idea that God’s mercy has been respon¬ 
sible for the whole chain of events, we cannot absolutely deny that 
this may be true; but we can remark that if it is true, Hawthorne 
has vitiated his otherwise brilliant study of motivation. 

Nothing in Dimmesdale’s behavior on the scaffold is incongruous 
with his psychology as we first examined it in the forest scene. We 
merely find ourselves at the conclusion to the breakdown of repres¬ 
sion that began there, and' which has necessarily brought about a 
renewal of opposition to the forbidden impulses. Dimmesdale has 
been heroic in choosing to eradicate his libidinal self with one 
stroke, but his heroism follows a sound principle of mental econ¬ 
omy. Further repression, which is the only other alternative for his 
conscience-ridden nature, would only lead to a slower and more 
painful death through masochistic remorse. Nor can we help but see 
that his confession passes beyond a humble admission of sinfulness 
and touches the pathological. His stigma has become the central 
object in the universe: "God's eye beheld it! The angels were for 
ever pointing at it! The Devil knew it well, and fretted it contin¬ 
ually with the touch of his burning finger!’’ Dimmesdale is so 
obsessed with his own guilt that he negates the Ghristian dogma of 
original sin: "behold me here, the one sinner of the world!’’ This 
strain of egoism in his "triumphant ignominy’’ does not subtract 
from his courage, but it casts doubt on his theory that all the pre¬ 
ceding action has been staged by God for the purpose of saving his 
soul. 

However much we may admire Dimmesdale’s final asceticism, 
there are no grounds for taking it as Hawthorne’s moral ideal. The 
last developments of plot in The Scarlet Letter approach the 
"mythic level’’ which redemption-minded critics love to discover, 
but the myth is wholly secular and worldly. Pearl, who has hitherto 
been a "messenger of anguish’’ to her mother, is emotionally trans¬ 
formed as she kisses Dimmesdale on the scaffold. "A spell was 
broken. The great scene of grief, in which the wild infant bore a 
part, had developed all her sympathies; and as her tears fell upon 
her father’s cheek, they were the pledge that she would grow up 
amid human joy and sorrow, nor for ever do battle with the world, 
but be a woman in it.’’ Thanks to Chillingworth’s bequest—^for 
Chillingworth, too, finds that a spell is broken when Dimmesdale 
confesses, and he is capable of at least one generous act before he 
dies—Pearl is made "the richest heiress of her day, in the New 
World." At last report she has become the wife of a European 
nobleman and is living very happily across the sea. This grandiose 
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and peihaps slightly whimsical epilogue has one undeniable efifrat 
on the reader: it takes him as far as possible from the scene and 
spirit of Dimmesdale's farewell. Pearl’s immense wealth, her noble 
title, her lavish and impractical gifts to Hester, and of course her 
successful escape from Boston all serve to disparage the Puritan 
sense of reality. From this distance we look back to Dimmesdale’s 
egocentric confession, not as a moral example which Hawthorne 
would like us to follow, but as the last link in a chain of compul* 
sion that has now been relaxed. 

To counterbalance this impression we have the case of Hester, for 
whom the drama on the sca£Fold can never be completely over. 
After raising Pearl in a more generous atmosphere she voluntarily 
returns to Boston to resume, or rather to begin, her state of peni¬ 
tence. We must note, however, that this penitence seems to be 
devoid of theological content; Hester has returned because Boston 
and the scarlet letter offer her *‘a more real life” than she could find 
elsewhere, even with Pearl. This simply confirms Hawthorne’s 
emphasis on the irrevocability of guilty acts. And though Hester is 
now selfless and humble, it is not because she believes in Christian 
submissiveness but because all passion has been spent. To the 
women who seek her help “in the continually recurring trials of 
wounded, wasted, wronged, mispaced, or erring and sinful passion,” 
Hester does not disguise her conviction that women are pathetically 
misunderstood in her society. She assures her wretched friends that 
at some later period "a new truth would be revealed, in order to 
establish the whole relation between man and woman on a surer 
ground of mutual happiness.” Hawthorne may or may not believe 
the prediction, but it has a retrospective importance in The Scarlet 
Letter. Hawthorne’s characters originally acted in ignorance of pas¬ 
sion’s strength and persistence, and so they became its slaves. 

“It is a curious subject of observation and inquiry,” says Haw¬ 
thorne at the end, "whether hatred and love be not the same thing 
at bottom. Each, in its utmost development, supposes a high degree 
of intimacy and heart-knowledge; each renders one individual 
dependent for the food of his affections and spiritual life upon 
another; each leaves the passionate lover, or the no less passionate 
hater, forlorn and desolate by the withdrawal of his object.” These 
penetrating words remind us that the tragedy of The Scarlet Letter 
has chiefly sprung, not from Puritan society’s imposition of false 
social ideals on the three main characters, but from their own inner 
world of frustrated desires. Hester, Dimmesdale, and Chillingworth 
have been ruled by feelings only half perceived, much less under¬ 
stood and regulated by consciousness; and these feelings, as Haw¬ 
thorne’s bold equation of love and hatred implies, successfully resist 
translation into terms of good and evil. Hawthorne does not leave 
us simply with the Sunday-school lesson that we should “be true,” 
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but with a tale of passion through which we glimpse the ruined wall 
—the terrible certainty that, as Freud put it, the ego is not master 
in its own house. It is this intuition that enables Hawthorne to 
reach a tragic vision worthy of the name: to see to the bottom of 
his created characters, to understand the inner necessity of every¬ 
thing they do, and thus to pity and forgive them in the very act of 
laying bare their weaknesses. 


CHARLES FEIDELSON, JR. 
[The People of Boston] t 


The book begins with a vignette of the people of Boston—a 
single sentence set off in a paragraph by itself: “A throng of 
bearded men, in sad-colored garments and gray, steeple-crowned 
hats, intermixed with women, some wearing hoods, and others bare¬ 
headed, was assembled in front of a wodden edi&ce, the door of 
which was heavily timbered with oak, and studded with iron 
spikes.” Just as Hawthorne gazes at the symbolic letter, seeking the 
meaning in it, they stand “with their eyes intently fastened on the 
iron-clamped oaken door,” out of which Hester Prynne will come 
with the letter on her bosom. In effect, the prison door is their 
avenue to the meaning of the symbol; and these colorless men and 
women, though they stand outside the prison, have all the demeanor 
of prisoners. Any Utopian colony, Hawthorne declares, will soon 
find it necessary “to allot a portion of the virgin soil as a cemetery, 
and another portion as the site of a prison”; but these people 
embrace the necessity. Though they are "founders of a new 
colony,” they have based it upon the oldest facts of human experi¬ 
ence—crime and death. Though they would cultivate “human 
virtue and happiness,” they have no faith in any direct approach to 
this end. The jail and its companion place, the burial ground, are 
their proper meeting houses; the scaffold, situated “nearly beneath 
the eaves of Boston's earliest church,” is the center of the society. 
Not once in the book is a church physically described or a scene 
actually staged within it. Their true religious exercise is the contem¬ 
plation of Hester, their scapegoat and counterpart, set up before 
them on the scaffold. Even as they denounce her, they are fasci¬ 
nated by her as an emblem of the world they inhabit. 

The ceremony in the market place is genuinely religious, not 

t From "Tke Scarlet Letter," in Haw- vey Pearce (Columbus: Ohio State Uni- 
thorme CeHtenary Essays, ed. Roy Har- versity Press, 1964), (H).-31-77. 
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merely perverse, but it is oblique. The ministers do not urge Hester 
to seek divine support but only to suiFer her punishment, repent her 
transgression, and name another sinner. If there were some “Papist 
among the crowd of Puritans,” this woman taken in adultery might 
recall to his mind the contrasting “image of Divine Matemity.V But 
the Puritans invoke no such image to relieve the honor before 
them; on the contrary, their faith positively depends on discovering 
a “taint of deepest sin in the most sacred quality of human life.” 
They would honor a transcendent God who enters this world mainly 
as law-giver and executioner. His mercy appears through his justice, 
his love through his power. His incarnation is the impress of his 
abstract supernatural code, which primarily reveals the evils of flesh 
and the universality of sin. As administrators of the code, the minis¬ 
ters and magistrates on the balcony have no concrete human exist¬ 
ence for themselves or others, and they have no perception of the 
concrete reality of Hester on the scaffold. “Sages of rigid aspect,” 
standing in God's holy fire, they are blind to the “mesh of good 
and evil” before them. They see only the abstract Adulteress. As 
when Hester later views her image in Governor Bellingham's breast¬ 
plate, she is “absolutely hidden behind” the “exaggerated and 
gigantic” abstraction that engrosses her accusers. 

If they were merely self-righteous and sadistic, these Bostonians 
would be much less formidable. TTiey are impressive because their 
doctrinaire moralism has a metaphysical basis: they purge their 
town in token of a universe where only God is really pure and only 
purity is of any account. Hawthorne does full justice to the moral 
seriousness, the strength of character, and the practical ability that 
their way of thinking could foster. He aflirms that the Puritan 
society “accomplish [ed] so much, precisely because it imagined 
and hoped so little.” And in various ways his Puritans, though 
eccentric, are old-fashioned folk, not radical innovators. In compari¬ 
son with the “heartlessness” of a later era of sophisticated moral tol¬ 
erance, the punishment inflicted on Hester, however cruel, is digni¬ 
fied by moral principle. In comparison with later democratic irrever¬ 
ence, the respectfulness and loyalty of the Massachusetts citizens to 
their leaders are still close to the feudal virtues. In comparison with 
their genteel descendants, the merciless harpies of the market place 
still have a moral as well as physical substance, “a boldness and 
rotundity,” that derives from the old England they have put behind 
them. 

But in all fundamental respects Hawthorne’s Puritans are both 
problematic and unprecedented. They are men responding to an 
extreme intellectual predicament by extreme measures, and their 
predicament is one with their disseverance from the old world. The 
pompous forms and dress of their great public occasions, like the 
aristocratic menage of Governor Bellingham, are nostalgic and imi¬ 
tative, not characteristic. The old order vaguely survives in their 
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consciousness because they stand at the beginning of a new epoch, 
but it survives much as memories of King James' court flit through 
the mind of the Reverened Mr. Wilson. It is true that Europe 
sometimes figures in the book as “newer” than the Puritan colony: 
the “other side of the Atlantic” is a place of intellectual and social 
emancipation, to which Dimmesdale and Hester might flee and to 
which Pearl betakes herself at the end. But Europe is. a refuge 
because, whether old or new, feudal or modem, it signifies no strag¬ 
gle of consciousness, no necessity to reckon with the foundations of 
the new era. New England is the place where men must confront 
the founding questions of their time, which are set forth in the 
topography, the intellectual landscape, of The Scarlet Letter. 

Above them stretches the heaven of supernatural revelation, 
where “any marked event, for good or evil,” is prefigured in “awful 
hieroglyphics.” The physical heavens are also spiritual, a medium of 
the divine word. But no civilized society was ever so directly in con¬ 
tact with brute nature. The settlement is encircled by the teeming 
“Western wilderness” on one side and the open sea on the other. 
Though the townsmen studiously abjure this “wild, heathen Nature 
..., never subjugated by human law, nor illumined by higher truth,” 
it invades their prison-fortress. Savage Indians and even more savage 
sailors are a familiar sight in their streets. And physical nature is 
equivocal in relation to man. While it reduces him to “animal 
ferocity,” it also sanctions “human nature,” the life of feeling, and 
the virtues of the heart. TThe possibility of a humanistic naturalism 
lurks in the wild rosebush growing out of “the deep heart of 
Nature” beside the prison door. The possibility becomes actual in 
the person of Hester Prynne on the scaffold and later in her cottage 
on the outskirts of the town between the sea and the forest. What 
is more, Hester represents a positive individualism, alien to Puritan 
society but capable of creating a human community of its own. By 
her refusal to play out her appointed role on the scaffold, she 
becomes doubly an outcast from Boston; and yet, standing there in 
all her concrete individuality, she seems to claim a general truth, a 
concrete universality. She tacitly challenges the abstract city of their 
abstract God. 

The challenge is momentous because she activates problems that 
their rationale is designed to anticipate and lay to rest. And similar 
questions rise to the surface, make themselves manifest, in ironic 
turns of the Puritan mind and behavior. Hawthorne persistently 
describes the spiritual abstraction of these people in terms of inani¬ 
mate physical nature. The “rigid aspect” of the sages on the bal- 
cony corresponds to “the grim rigidity that petrifie[s] the bearded 
physiognomies” of the congregation in the market place. These are 
“iron men,” as Hester later says; their creed is an “iron framework,” 
aptly reflected in the “iron-clamped oaken door” on which their 
eyes are fixed and in the “contrivance of wood and iron,” the pil- 
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lory, that stands on the scaffold. It is as though their aspiration 
toward abstract supernatural truth has ironically brought them 
around to an abstract natural automatism, a world of law that is 
closer to the inorganic forms of stone, metal, and dead timber than 
to the mind of God. On the other hand, the ferocity of the women 
in the market place is as lawless and as natural as the lust* they 
denounce, and it complements the rigid natural law that dominates 
their men. For all of them, “civilized life" consists of putting 
nature into prison; but the prison itself, the “black flower” of their 
town, partakes of the subhuman nature they contemn and obses¬ 
sively scrutinize. The black flower blossoms apace, as Chillingworth 
observes. Meanwhile, natural affection, the red flower, lives on, 
unwanted and disclaimed, in the heart of Mr. Wilson and in the 
potential “heart of the multitude." Two voices of that heart, one of 
personal sympathy and one of faith in natural virtue, arise unac¬ 
countably amidst the chorus of reprobation. They are barely individ¬ 
ualized, simply a young wife with a child and “a man in the 
crowd," but they testify to a community of individuals within this 
authoritarian society. The official “community” depends on a con¬ 
sensus of power and submission, a free election of individuals 
chosen to suppress individuality. But the scene in the market place, 
with elevated individual dignitaries opposed to a shapeless “throng” 
below, intimates a latent failure within the Puritan social system. 
The way is open for the “multitude” to gain shape through respect 
for its own multiple individuality. Puritanism contains and secretly 
invites its opposite, as it contained Anne Hutchinson from whose 
footsteps the wild rose bush may have sprung. 

In this sense, the Puritans of The Scarlet Letter are deeply 
involved in the dialectic of modern freedom. They themselves are 
creatures of the early modern era with which Hawthorne explicity 
associates Hester—that moment when “the human intellect, newly 
emancipated, , . . [took] a more active and a wider range than for 
many centuries before.” In Europe, “men of the sword [have] 
overthrown nobles and kings,” and “men bolder than these [have] 
overthrown and rearranged . . . the whole system of ancient preju¬ 
dice, wherewith was linked much of ancient principle.” The mind 
of Hawthorne’s Puritans is a negative version of this same libertari- 
anism, which has cut loose the secular world from Cod, mankind 
from nature, and individual men from universal Man. In them, 
freedom appears as deprivation: a world removed from God and 
definable only in terms of that distance —z mankind at war with 
nature and able to create value out of it only by denying its intrin¬ 
sic value, as God denies the value of man—and an individual alien¬ 
ated from humanity, who can rehabilitate himself only by self-anni¬ 
hilation before an external public law. In their prison-worship, the 
Puritans define modem liberty as a fearful freedom, and they make 
the most of fear, the terror of deprivation, in order to regain an idea 
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of universal law, however abstract, unnatural, and inhuman. What 
dogs them, and confronts them in the person of Hester, is the other 
face of freedom—an affirmative individualism, humanism, and natu¬ 
ralism. The proscribed individual regenerates their society; they 
unwittingly are moved, for good and evil, by the nature they vilify; 
and a multiform, emergent divinity speaks in the forest or shows his 
features in Hester’s elf-child. 

By and large, in the course of the book, the Puritan version of 
the modem consciousness gives way to this positive version. Hester 
comes to dominate the landscape not only as a character in the eyes 
of the reader but also as an agent of transvaluation for her contempo¬ 
raries. The natural affections of the "multitude,” oriented toward 
her, escape from the abstract law of the ministers and magistrates. 
The final scene in the market place is very different in tonality 
from that of the first three chapters. There is variety, color, and 
movement in the picture; the darting figure of the antinomian Pearl 
weaves through the crowd. And yet we are reminded that “the 
blackest shade of Puritanism” still lies in the future and that its 
effect will linger on for two centuries. The populace gathered for 
this New England holiday are intent on the sign of sin and once 
more condemn Hester to “moral solitude.” The climactic death of 
Dimmesdale in utter self-negation recalls the basic negativity of the 
Puritan vision which underlies the solemn procession of dignitaries 
and his own eloquent sermon on God’s work in Massachusetts. For, 
given Hawthorne's historical method, he can have no intellectual 
right, and indeed no desire, to represent a complete and irreversible 
transformation of Puritan orthodoxy. It is the Puritan mind that 
proposes his subject, postulates the scarlet letter; he can move 
beyond this negative frame of reference only by keeping it in view. 
If the letter were not potentially more than a doom and a sign of 
doom, he could not turn back upon it and repossess it; but if it did 
not continue to have power to burn, he would not be trying to dis¬ 
cover its meaning. 


LEO B. LEVY 

The Landscape Modes of The Scarlet Letter^ 

The impact of the traditions of the sublime and the picturesque 
upon American painting and literature of the Romantic period has 
been frequently examined, but the importance of these traditions in 
determining the structure and meaning of The Scarlet Letter, the 
chief literary masterpiece of the age, has been little noticed. Two 

t From Nineieenth-Centitry Fiction, 23 (1969), 377-92. Footnotes hive been 
renumbered. 
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critics, however, have noted the general principles which such a 
study must follow. Leo Marx observes that in Hawthorne's romance 
“landscape ... is inseparable from policy and action and meaning. 
. . . [Hawthorne] turns the whole landscape into a metaphor'V 
and Edward H. Davidson, in an earlier discussion, characterizes this 
landscape as “a symbolic abbreviation which is capable of an 
infinite extension beyond the mere spatiotemporal limitations of 
characters in a scene; they are in it, but it is never permissively sub. 
servient to them."^ As these critics imply, the symbolic character of 
The Scarlet Letter originates in the analogical relationship between 
landscape style, the emotions of the characters, and the emergent 
themes of the work. The functions of landscape, however, and the 
way in which Hawthorne transcends landscape through an exten- 
sion of the principles by which he visualizes it, can be described 
only by ari analysis of the conventions that give his work its moral 
and aesthetic organization. 

The compositional mode of the picturesque, with its interplay of 
light and shadow, uncertain brightness, and obscurely visualized 
outlines, determines the graphic form of the forest background 
against which Hester Prynne and Arthur Dimmesdale iheet after 
their seven-year separation. The dimness, mystery, and pervasive 
gloom of this setting is in effect an evaluation of the plight of the 
lovers. In search of the minister, Hester and Pearl follow a footpath 
into a wilderness whose primeval qualities are free of any implica- 
tion of the Edenic. As Dimmesdale passes by, Hester is standing in 
shadows; when she calls to him, “he indistinctly beheld a form 
under the trees, clad in garments so sombre, and so little relieved 
from the gray twilight into which the clouded sky and the heavy 
foliage had darkened the noontide, that he knew not whether it 
were a woman or a shadow." The practice of the Hudson River 
painters of representing human figures diminished or scarcely identi- 
fiable in a surrounding wilderness is paralleled here, but Haw- 
thorne’s motive is in part the psychological one of exhibiting the 
haunted state which causes the sight of Hester to resemble “a 
spectre that had stolen out from among [Dimmesdale’s] 
thoughts." This union of psychic and pictorial intentions dominates 
the whole episode (Chap. 3^1 through part of XX) in its represen¬ 
tation of flickering light and shadow emanating from a vast forest 
and reflecting every nuance of thought and mood of the characters. 

Hawthorne tells us that the wilderness is unredeemed, lawless, 
and pagan—the place to which Mistress Hibbins retreats for her 
convocations with the Black Man—^but this conception, essential in 
dramatizing the Puritan dread of man’s sinfulness, is an abstraction 

1. "Fottword," The Scarlet Letter (Sig- 2. “Hawthorne and the Pathetic Fal- 
net ed.; New York. 19S9). pp. viii, ia. lacy,'* JEGP. 54 (1955). 493. 
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less forceful than the picturesque imagery which creates the actual¬ 
ity of the forest. The dominant visual impression is one of antiq¬ 
uity: as the lovers talk, they sit on “the mossy trunk of the fallen 
tree” where Hester and Pearl had waited, and where the moss “at 
some epoch of the preceding century, had been a gigantic pine, 
with its roots and trunk in the darksome shade, and its head aloft in 
the upper atmosphere.” This setting, with a brook in the midst, a 
leaf-strewn bank on either side, and trees impending over it whose 
fallen branches have choked the current, fixes an impression of time 
inexorable in its action, ever tending toward decay and death. The 
impulses that stir the reunited lovers are in effect abrogated; the 
pathos of Hester's cry to the minister, “Begin all anewl” derives 
from this oppressive environment. Even as Hawthorne declares that 
Hester's womanhood “came back from what men call the irrevoca¬ 
ble past,” the logic of his landscape suggests that the past cannot be 
called back; his heroine fails to impart to her lover her own courage 
and boldness. 

Landscape is also an index to the shifting and uncertain feelings 
of the minister as he walks back to the Puritan village; picturesque 
images project a condition resembling hallucination. He glances 
backward, “half expecting that he should discover only some faintly 
traced features or outline of the mother and the child, slowly fading 
into the twilight of the woods.” He fears that what he sees may be 
illusory rather than real, but it is only what he saw at the begin¬ 
ning: “Hester, clad in her gray robe, still standing beside the tree- 
trunk, which some blast had overthrown a long antiquity ago. . . 
The “indistinctness and duplicity of impression” that perplexes him 
increases as he approaches the town; familiar objects are now strange 
(as they were in the meteor light of the scaffold scene in “The 
Minister's Vigil”) and “this importunately obtrusive sense of 
change” overwhelms him. TTie ambiguity of objects cultivated in 
picturesque painting becomes a visual derangement symptomatic of 
the compulsion that tempts Dimmesdale to whisper obscenities and 
blasphemies. A very different rendering of landscape visualizes the 
hopes which the meeting has encouraged in Hester. When she joy¬ 
fully casts off the scarlet letter, the forest background is transformi^ 
into an harmonious expression of her liberating gesture: 

The stigma gone, Hester heaved a long, deep sigh, in which the 
burden of shame and anguish departed from her spirit. O exquisite 
relief! She had not known the weight, until she felt the freedom! 
By another impulse, she took off the formal cap that confined 
her hair; and down it fell upon her shoulders, da» and rich.. . . 
'Ilieie played around her mouth, and beamed out of her eyes, a 
radiant and tender smile, that seemed gushing from the very 
heart of womanhood. . . . Her sex, her youth, and the whole 
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richness of her beauty, came back from what men call the irrev¬ 
ocable past, and clustered themselves, with her maiden hope, 
and a happiness before unknown, vrithin the magic circle of this 
hour.... 

Hawthorne's identification with the moment of Hester's release 
from her long ordeal seems so obvious that this passage has become 
the mainstay of most transcendental and romantic readings of The 
Scarlet Letter. Beginning with George B. Loring’s critique in The 
Massachusetts Quarterly Review in September 1850, a succession of 
critics has declared that Hawthorne assents in Hester's eloquent 
assertion to Dimmesdale, "What we did had a consecration of its 
own. We felt it so!” The Freudian critics have appropriated this 
view by transposing it into the terms of unconscious conflict over 
the claims of a suppressed sexuality. 'The images which are the 
correlatives of Hawthorne's meaning, however, suggest that the ele¬ 
ment of transcendence, though genuine, is not all-embracing. Dim- 
mesdale's tendency has been to allow the negatively envisaged land¬ 
scape to absorb him into its being. Hester reverses this process, but 
in both instances landscape is the visible form of an emotional 
crisis. In the continuation of the above passage, the simplest kind of 
pathetic fallacy establishes a positive correspondence between Hes¬ 
ter’s feelings and sunlight, drawing upon images outside the range 
of a picturesque admixture of shadow and light; 

All at once, as with a sudden smile of heaven, forth burst the sun¬ 
shine, pouring a very flood into the obscure forest, gladdening 
each green leaf, transmuting the yellow fallen ones to gold, and 
gleaming adown the gray trunks of the solemn trees. The objects 
that had made a shadow hitherto, embodied the brightness now. 
The course of the little brook might be traced by its merry gleam 
afar into the wood’s heart of mystery, which had become a mystery 
of joy. 

When sunlight encloses both lovers, this pattern is affirmed in 
Hawthorne’s observation that “love, whether newly born, or aroused 
from a deathlike slumber, must always create a sunshine, filling the 
heart so full of radiance, that it overflows upon the outward world.” 
But images of brightness in the outward world of The Scarlet Letter 
are predominantly negative in force: the punitive action of sunlight 
defines the extremity of Hester's offense at the opening of the book 
as the beadle cries, “A blessing on the righteous colony of the Mas¬ 
sachusetts, where iniquity is dragged out into the sunshine!” Hester 
is shown with “the hot midday sun burning down upon her face, 
and lighting up its shame.” The sun glitters mercilessly upon the 
scarlet letter, and it pursues the errant Pearl everywhere; in the 
forest it follows her as she stands on the farther side of the brook, 
drawn to her by what Hawthorne calls “a certain sympathy”— 
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clearly of a kind different from that which expresses reawakened 
love. The use of light to represent lawlessness and shame and alter* 
lately love indicates the protean nature of Hawthorne's symbols; no 
single appearance of an image carries an implication of finality or 
ultimate intention. The value of the picturesque, however, is tihat it 
moves in the opposite direction: it offers a group of images related 
to one another by a common aesthetic tradition that in Haw¬ 
thorne s usage is indicative of a specific range of feelings. By virtue 
of its selectivity, the*j)icturesque structures meaning at the analogi- 
cal level. The brightness that envelops Hester in her hour of free¬ 
dom is antithetical to the picturesque, but the picturesque is 
restored in the fading sunshine and gray shadow that return when 
she again wears the letter. Sunlight, synonymous in the passage 
cited with beauty, warmth, and richness, is a transient alteration in 
the intensity of light in an otherwise picturesque setting. Even in 
this scene, an undercurrent of qualification may be present: sunlight 
gleams “adown the gray trunks of the solemn trees,” but the gray¬ 
ness and solemnity are there, and though the leaves are turned to 
gold, yellowness—the sign of their decline—^is also part of the 
image. 

The conventionally picturesque treatment prevails in “the spor¬ 
tive sunlight—feebly sportive at best, in the predominant pensive- 
ness of the day and scene. . . The dense black trees hemming in 
the road and the dell, the light reflected from the brook, soon lost 
“amid the bewilderment of tree-trunks and underbrush, and here 
and there a huge rock, covered over with gray lichens,” are details 
of a picture that William Gilpin^ and his followers would have 
understood and admired, and any one of them might have sketched 
a small thatched cottage resembling Hester's, fronted by “a clump 
of scrubby trees, such as alone grew on the peninsula, [which] did 
not so much conceal the cottage from view, as seem to denote that 
here was some object which would fain have been, or at least ought 
to be, concealed.” Hawthorne knew the value of seclusion in a pic¬ 
turesque landscape, and of the irregularity of prospect evident in 
the tree-covered hills which the house faces. These graphic resources 
make tangible Hester's spiritual isolation from the Puritan commu¬ 
nity. Examples of this kind illustrate the extent of Hawthorne’s 
familiarity with the requirements of a mode; they also illustrate his 
capacity for turning a tradition that began as a fashionable amuse¬ 
ment to the purposes of serious art. He discovers in the picturesque 
a style which his moral and religious sensibility converts into a 
mode of the historical imagination, through which he dramatizes 
the relationship of Puritan New England to prior time and to his 

3. An English writer on esthetics whose cisely the various factors which make 
"Upon Prints’* (1768) is credited with up the picturesque; Hawthorne knew 
being Uie first attempt to establish pte- some of his work. [Editor.] 
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own age. The remoteness from Puritan expeiience that Hawthorne 
and his contemporaries felt was very great; irbj picturesque was the 
lens that reduced that distance, bringing past and present into 
meaningful contact. At first glance it appears that this contact is 
conceived wholly in negative terms: the process'on of dying genera¬ 
tions evoked by “all the congregated sepulchres in the old church¬ 
yard of King’s Chapel”—where Hawthorne’s lovers are buried 
before the chapel is built—puts before the reader a controlling 
image of mortality from which the succeeding images of decay and 
ruin logically follow, and which collectively define the power that 
overcomes the human emotions and aspirations that oppose it. It is 
the collision of these forces that the picturesque dramatizes. 

Governor Bellingham’s house is a specimen of a kind “now 
moss-grown, crumbling to decay, and melancholy at heart”; it once 
glittered and sparkled, a “bright wonder of a house” before which 
little Pearl capered and danced. This juxtaposition of past and pre¬ 
sent, infused with nostalgia and regret, is the essence of the pictur¬ 
esque response to history. Hawthorne’s paradox is that any present, 
if it is to be conscious of the past at all, must be aware of the past 
as a ruin, and hence skeptical of the promise of its own beginnings. 
All beginnings are invested with antiquity: in seventeenth-century 
Boston the promise of the new world is subverted by picturesque 
evidences of the old, visible in the weather-stained and worn appear¬ 
ance of the wooden jail, “some fifteen or twenty years after the set¬ 
tlement of the town. . . .” We are informed that “the rust on the 
ponderous iron-work of its oaken door looked more antique than 
anything else in the new world.” The primary agency in this process 
is nature, which Hawthorne in accord with picturesque canons 
envisages in its terminating cycle of unending luxuriance fallen into 
organic decay. TTie encroaching grass-plot before the prison, “much 
over-grown with burdock, pig-weed, apple-peru, and such unsightly 
vegetation,” shares its connotations of ugliness with the prison, 
symbol of the restraint with which man incarcerates the evil that is 
his own. The most enigmatic of Hawthorne’s symbols, the wild 
rose-bush growing beside the prison door, seems to represent a with¬ 
drawal from the unrelieved despair of this view. Hester’s beauty and 
freshness, and in some sense the natural impulses of the lovers, are 
undoubtedly symbolized in the rose, but meanings contrary to these 
are also present. 

In commemorating the rose, Hawthorne combines the realistic and 
sentimental attitudes that enter into his portrait of Hester. The 
rose-bush is part of “the stem old wilderness” that it may have sur- 
vived, “so long after the fall of the gigantic pines and oaks that origi¬ 
nally overshadowed it.” It is a lyrical protest against the recognition 
that in a ruined forest everything is levelled. In associating Hester 
'' and the rose with “the sainted Ann Hutchinson,” the sentimental 
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impulse to legard Hester as a martyr prevails; but twenty years 
before, Hawthorne had roundly condemned Mrs. Hutchinson in a 
sketch in which her portrait bears a strong resemblance to Hester, 
'^e lady stands before her examiners in an attitude of defiant pride 
similar to that of his heroine on the platform in the marketplace.^ 
Since Hester s wanderings in a maze of speculative and unorthodox 
thought are reported in the cautionary tone with which Mrs. 
Hutchinson's heresies are described, one is uncertain how to charac¬ 
terize the change in Hawthorne’s attitudes, and unsure that there is 
not an ironical tinge in the application of the adjective “sainted.” 
Many critics have noted the difficulty of finding the “sweet moral 
blossom” that Hawthorne says the rose may symbolize; and it is not 
easy to discover in what sense the rose may be said to “relieve the 
darkening close of a tale of human frailty and sorrow.” The suspi¬ 
cion grows that Hawthorne is in effect paying tribute to impulses, 
and to an action, of which he cannot approve. 

But Hawthorne does not go as far as those who understand the 
rose to be emblematic of Hester’s struggle for a new life, and who 
see in Hester the embodiment of the American dream—of individu¬ 
alism, self-reliance, and the search for freedom. A more complex 
judgment is implicit in the picturesque imagery that places Hester’s 
early life in relationship to her present situation. Under the strain 
of her three-hour agony on the scaffold of the pillory, she relieves 
the violence and madness that press upon her % conjuring up “a 
mass of imperfectly shaped and spectral images.” She recalls her 
past in picturesque terms, remembering her paternal home as a 
“decayed house of gray stone, with a poverty-stricken aspect, but 
retaining a half-obliterated shield of arms over the portal, in token 
of antique gentility.” These images, conforming to Hawthorne’s 
way of picturing aristocratic settings fallen into decline, link the 
exhaustion of the old world to Hester’s marriage: “memory’s pic¬ 
ture-gallery” evokes the Continental city “where a new life had 
awaited her, still in connection with the misshapen scholar; a new 
life, but feeding itself on time-worn materials, like a tuft of green 
moss on a crumbling wall.” Hawthorne’s echoing of the phrase, “a 

4. “Mrs. Hutchinson’' appeared in The the necessity of conforming Hester’s 

Sa/em Gazette in 1830. The resemblances rebelliousness to a sympathetic view, 

between Mrs. Hutchinson and Hester That this drastic revision corresponded 

Prynne are striking. Like Hester’s, “her to a change in the views Hawthorne 

hair, complexion, and eyes are dark’’ held at the time he wrote his sketch has 

(Havitkorne’s Works, Vol. XII, ed. not been demonstrated by any student 

G. P. Lathrop {Boston and New York, of Hawthorne’s thought. Hawthorne 

1892] p. 220): she too stands “in the may have been influenced by Thomas 

midst and in the centre of all eyes . . . Hooker’s view that the casting out of 
loftily before her judges with a deter- Mrs. Hutchinson “would be ‘forever 

mined brow, and unknown to herself. marvellous in the eyes of all the saints* ’’ 

there is a flash of carnal pride half hid- (cited by Perry Miller, “Thomas Hooker 

den in her eye ...” (224). Hawthorne and the Democracy of Connecticut,” in 

castigates Mrs. Hutchinson as a danger Errand iato the Wilderness [New York, 

to public safety; that she becomes 1964], p. 29). 

“sainted” in the romance indicates only 
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new life/* is something more than a verbal harmony. Since tbe 
materials of the new world in which Hester seeks another life are 
themselves “time-worn/' this parallel suggests the futility of her 
search. We are already familiar with the consequences of her second 
beginning, and her plea to Dimmesdale in the forest is for the 
opportunity of a third. The rose and the moss state the argiftnent 
that Hawthorne refrains from making altogether explicit—that the 
quest for a life free of the past rests upon a miscalculation of the 
nature of reality. 


JOEL PORTE 

The Dark Blossom of Romance t 

* * * 

It is not Hawthorne’s purpose in The Scarlet Letter to assign 
blame, but rather to illustrate the process by which past pain and 
secret suffering flower into moral truth. For individual figures, that 
process is always analogous to the growth of consciousness in the 
romance artist. 

In a remarkable insight underlying much of his work and clearly 
anticipating Freud’s notions, not only of the sources of art in gen¬ 
eral, but more particularly of those dreams and fantasies which are 
the type of romance, Hawthorne suggests that there is a connection 
between “sin” (by which he means sexual knowledge and passion) 
and artistic understanding and power. In our sexual past or present, 
Hawthorne seems to say, lies our artistic—indeed, our human—^fu¬ 
ture. Of this proposition The Scarlet Letter is a continual illustra¬ 
tion, as if the tale had been designed to symbolize the theory that 
lies behind it, both form and theme thus being “the romance.” 

Hester Prynne is clearly the type of the artist; and if her art is 
limited to needlework it is only l^ause (as Hawthorne somewhat 
incredibly insists) “it was the art—^then, as now, almost the only 
one within a woman’s grasp.” The main embodiment, of course, of 
Hester’s “rich, voluptuous, Oriental characteristic,—a taste for the 
gorgeously beautiful,” is that very scarlet letter, “so artistically done, 
and with so much fertility and gorgeous luxuriance of fancy,” that 
becomes Hawthorne's “mystic symbol”—Hester's art of the needle 
turned art of the romance. Not only do Hawthorne’s adjectives sug¬ 
gest that Hester’s “voluptuousness” has issued in art; we are told 
explicitly that her needlework was “a mode of expressing, and there- 


t From Tke Romance in America by leyan University Press, 1969), pp. 98- 
Jod Porte (Middletown, Conn.: Wes- 114. Footnotes have been renumbered. 
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tore soothing, the passion of her life.” The letter itself, the talisman 
of art, “transfigured the wearer. ... It had the effect of a spell, 
taking her out of the ordinary relations with humanity, and inclos¬ 
ing her in a sphere by herself.” Thrown away in that moment in the 
forest when Hester attempts the impossible—^to cast off the doom 
of being an artist and return to simple womanhood—the “mystic 
token” is described in terms suggestive of romance art itself: “some 
ill-fated wanderer might pick it up, and thenceforth be haunted by 
strange phantoms of guilt.” By the end of Hester’s life, the letter 
comes to be regarded with that “awe” and “reverence” ultimately 
due to the truth and power of art. 

As a sinner Hester is set off from the rest of the world percisely as 
is the artist, and Hawthorne describes her in terms he often used 
for describing himself, confessionally or fictitiously: 

In all her intercourse with society . . . there was nothing that 
made her feel as if she belonged to it. Every gesture, every word, 
and even the silence of those with whom she came in contact, im¬ 
plied, and often expressed, that she was banished, and as much 
alone as if she inhabited another sphere, or communicated with 
the common nature by other organs and senses than the rest of 
human kind. She stood apart nom mortal interests, yet close 
beside them. 

The scarlet letter, symbol and embodiment of both her sin and her 
art, “endowed her with a new sense.... a sympathetic knowledge of 
the hidden sin in other hearts.” The secret truth about venerable 
ministers and ri^teous magistrates, chaste matrons and virginal 
maidens, is known to Hester. And Hawthorne, leaning heavily on 
the archetypal associations of the dark lady’s sexuality with intellect 
and ultimately with art, makes it clear that her sexual experiences 
have increased those speculative powers that are necessary for the 
true artist. To be sure, Hawthorne hints first at a theory of sublima¬ 
tion, insisting that it was because the normal expression of passion 
had for so long been denied her that she turned from feeling to 
thought, assuming “a freedom of speculation . . . which our fore¬ 
fathers, had they known of it, would have held to be a deadlier 
crime than that stigmatized by the scarlet letter.” But Hester’s two 
“crimes”—^intellectual freedom and sexual experience—are necessar¬ 
ily stigmatized by the same symbol, as any New England forefather 
would have known, since Adam fell simultaneously into both sexual 
awareness and that burdensome knowledge which brought litera¬ 
ture, as well as death, into the world. 

Hawthorne finally makes manifest the vital connection between 
the initial release of Hester’s sexuality and the subsequent flourish¬ 
ing of her artistic power and understanding. “The scarlet letter was 
her passport into regions where other women dated not tread.” Hes¬ 
ter’s “lawless passion” has turned her into a kind of white Indian, 
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and she becomes in Hawthorne’s mind a focus for all those associa¬ 
tions of knowledge with sexual power which we have already 
observed in Cooper’s mythic red men and dark ladies: 

Her intellect and heart had their home, as it were, in desert 
places, where she roamed as freely as the wild Indian in his woods, 
r or years past she had looked from this estranged point of view at 
human institutions, and whatever priests or legislators had Sstab- 
lished; criticizing all with hardly more reverence than the Indian 
would feel for the clerical band, the judicial robe, the pillory, the 
allows, the fireside, or the church, llie tendency of her fate and 
fortunes had been to set her free. 

Like the Promethean^ archetype of fhe artist, Hester uses her free¬ 
dom to become the benefactor of mankind, through her offer of 
artistic skill and the sjrmpathy and understanding of her “warm and 
rich’’ nature. Throughout, Hawthorne makes it plain that her 
“well-spring of human tenderness” is fed by the subterranean river 
of barely submerged sexual passion. Or, to return to our original 
figure, “her sin, her ignominy, were the roots which she had struck 
into the soil,” and the valuable—if dark—fruit of that buried “evil" 
is The Scarlet Letter. 

As a corollary to Hester’s position, we should note that by meta¬ 
phoric implication and symbolic suggestion Pearl—the object of 
great price purchased by her mother’s sexuality—comes to stand for 
that romance art which has the truth of secret human passion as its 
basis. Plucked by her mother, as Pearl herself insists, from the wild- 
rose bush growing in front of the prison, the “little creature” is 
described by Hawthorne as “a lovely and immortal flower” which 
had sprung “out of the rank luxuriance of a guilty passion.” Never¬ 
theless—and Hawthorne here exposes his own ambivalent attitude 
toward the curious romance art he practices—she is also “an imp of 
evil, emblem and product of sin.” As she grows, her mother watches 
her carefully, “ever dreading to detect some dark and wild peculiar¬ 
ity, that should correspond with the guiltiness to which she owed 
her being.” But the romance rarely reflects directly the obscure 
emotions to which it o^^es its being; these are perhaps manifested 
only as that ""spell of infinite variety” and “trait of passion, a cer¬ 
tain depth of hue,” characteristic of the art. Pearl is indeed The 
Scarlet Letter “endowed with life.” 

As Hawthorne protracts his description of the child, he seems to 
be commenting, to some extent consciously, on his own difficult art, 
observed from the viewpoint of that world of novelistic verisimili¬ 
tude whose rules of decorum he was painfully aware of violating: 

Her nature appeared to possess depth ... as well as variety; but 
... it lacked reference and adaptation to the world into which 

1. Promethetis, io Greek mythologsr, man. IBiiter.] 
stole file frmn tlie gods and gave It to 
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she was bom. The child could not be made amenable to rules. In 
giving her existence, a great law had been broken; and the result 
was a being, whose elements were perhaps beautiful and brilliant, 
but all in disorder; or with an order peculiar to themselves, amidst 
which the point of variety and arrangement was difficult or im> 
possible to be discovered. 

The point of suggesting that Hawthorne is here, at some level of 
awareness, talking about the art of romance is not to prove how 
cleverly he went about composing an aesthetic allegory under the 
guise of doing something else, but rather to instance once more how 
in writing The Scarlet Letter he was preoccupied generally with the 
very nature of his chosen fictional genre. That some such barely 
conscious process is operative throughout Hawthorne's treatment of 
Pearl seems clear enough (although to demonstrate this thoroughly 
it would be necessary to quote almost everything he says about the 
child). Speaking of Pearl in another context, Daniel Hoffman calls 
attention to one passage in particular: 

The spell of life went forth from her ever creative spirit, and 
communicated itself to a thousand objects, as a torch kindles a 
flame wherever it may be applied. The unlikeliest materials, a 
stick, a bunch of rags, a flower, were the puppets of Pearl’s witch¬ 
craft, and, without undergoing any outward change, became spirit¬ 
ually adapted to whatever drama occupied the stage of her inner 
world 

and observes that Hawthorne here writes of her in precisely the 
terms he uses to describe the romance imagination in “The 
Custom-House.’’^ If Pearl has never seemed a convincing reality to 
readers and critics of Hawthorne's tale, it may simply be because 
she is essentially a complex symbolic representation of the sources 
and attributes of the romance itself^—an embodiment of that bond 
of sex and creativity linking the artist Hester and her lover, the 
would-be romancer Dimmesdale. 

For the minister, too, has many of the characteristics of the kind 
of artist typified by Hester—^his major limitation being a fear of 
exposing, even symbolically, that truth of the human heart which is 
the romancer’s ultimate theme. Could he so expose his inner being, 
the minister would prove himself an exceptionally successful roman' 
cer. In Chapter XI (“The Interior of a Heart’’), the first which is 
devoted entirely to Dimmesdale, Hawthorne compares him to his 
fellow divines—men of intellect and learning, “of a sturdier texture 
of mind than his, and endowed with a far greater share of shrewd 

2. Form and Fable in American Fic- Scarlet Letter: One Hundred Yean 

tion (New York, 196S), p. 180. Cf. After,” p. 392). Rudolph Von Abde 

Richard Chase, The American Nov^ and sees Pearl “as a symbol of Hawthorne’s 
Its Tradition (New York, 1957), p. 78. own art-works, or rather aa mnbodying 

3. John E. Hart calls Pearl “the living his theory of art” {Tka Death of the 

symbol of both sin and art” C‘Tke Artist, p. S3). 
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hard» iron or granite understanding*'—and to saintly fathers of great 
spiritual purity. What they lack, and what Dimmesdale has in 
tragic abundance, is artistic eloquence—‘‘the Tongue of Flame,” 
"not the power of speech in foreign and unknown languages, but 
that of addressing the whole human brotherhood in the heart's 
native language,” the ability ‘‘to express the highest troths through 
the- humblest medium of familiar words and images.” This ^ft was 
‘‘won ... in great part, by his sorrows,” for it was his burden of 
guilt ‘‘that gave him sympathies so intimate with the sinful brother¬ 
hood of mankind . . . that his heart vibrated in unison with theirs, 
and received their pain into itself, and sent its own throb of pain 
through a thousand other hearts, in gushes of sad, persuasive elo¬ 
quence.” 

As with Hester, Dimmesdale's artistic power is based on sexual 
experience. And robed in the ‘‘black garments of the priesthood,” 
turning his ‘‘pale face heavenward,” he seems the living embodi¬ 
ment of that dark blossom of romance truth about the “pollution” 
in his secret soul that is struggling to express itself throu^ his reli¬ 
gious eloquence. (Much later, when Dimmesdale is finally about to 
unburden himself, Hawthorne’s controlling metaphor returns in full 
force. On the way to writing his Election Sermon the minister is 
tempted to drop into the bosom of a virgin “fair and pure as a lily 
that had bloomed in Paradise ... a germ of evil that would be sure 
to blossom darkly soon, and bear black fruit betimes.”) 

Alone in his chamber, sitting in ‘‘utter darkness” or with the 
light of a “glimmering lamp,” Dimmesdale keeps secret vigils in 
which, “viewing his own face in a looking-glass,” he “typified the 
constant introspection wherewith he tortured, but could not purify, 
himself.” His glimpses into his own heart are still vague and 
obscure. Purification will come only when he manages to bring to 
clarity that vision which will embody the truth of his inner being. 
Dimmesdale is thus seen by Hawthorne as a romancer struggling to 
transform furtive emotions into glimpses of imaginative troth He 
is, we should notice, precisely in the position of the author in “The 
Custom-House,” whose imagination had become “a tarnished 
mirror” which either “would not reflect, or only with miserable 
dimness,” the “tribe of unrealities” that embody his art because he 
had sold his soul for Uncle Sam’s gold. Freed from the Custom- 
House, Hawthorne would once again be able to sit in his “deserted 
parlour, lighted only by the glimmering coal-fire and the moon,” 
and call up from within the “haunted verge” of the looking-glass 
those “strange things” that romance converts into truth. 

4 . “That Hawthorne had the artist In lines it in 'The Custom House,' ’’ Ob' 
mind when he created Dimmesdale there serves Charles R. O’Donnell (“Haw- 
!s little doubt, especially if we recognize thorne and Dimmesdale: The Quest for 
the parallel between the minister’s situ- the Realm of Quiet,’’ iVmefeewlik- 
ation and Hawthorne’s own as be out- Century PUtiem, XlV [1960], 328-329). 
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The minister does in fact manage to scare up, both in the cham¬ 
ber and in the mirror, ghostlike images of the romance meaning 
that is eluding him. He sees '^diabolic shapes'' that grin and mock; 
then "his white-bearded father, with a saint-like frown, and his 
mother, turning her face away"; and finally "Hester Prynne, leading 
along little Pearl, in her scarlet garb, and pointing her forefinger, 
first, at the scarlet letter on her bosom, and then at the clergyman's 
own breast." Hester seems clearly to be offering herself as a para¬ 
digm for the minister's creative efforts, but at this point he can 
believe only in “the anguish in his inmost soul," not in the truth of 
his visions. 

On just such a night and in such a mood, "walking in the 
shadow of a dream, as it were, and perhaps actually under the influ¬ 
ence of a species of somnambulism," Dimmesdale does indeed act 
out—^in efi^t, composes—just the kind of symbolic fantasy that 
goes by the name of romance. Forcing himself to mount the scaf- 
fold of his mistress's ignominy, he imagines the townspeople hor¬ 
ror-stricken the next morning to discover him “half frozen to death, 
overwhelmed with shame, and standing where Hester Prynne had 
stood!" Before long Hester and Pearl arrive to help the minister per¬ 
form his symbolic charade, which is lit by the eerie glow of a 
meteor that gives a singular “moral interpretation" to the scene 
through “the awfulness that is always imparted to familiar objects 
by an unaccustomed light." (The light, that is, of romance, for 
Hawthorne is again reminding us of “The Custom-House," where 
the “unusual" moonlight of romance is described as spiritualizing 
the familiar investing it “with a quality of strangeness and remote¬ 
ness.") In this “light that is to reveal all secrets” the minister is 
also driven by his “long, intense, and secret pain” to paint an alle¬ 
gory of his secret on the firmament itself, turning the whole cosmos, 
with the fantastic imagination of the romancer, into “no more than 
a fitting page for his soul’s history and fate." Soon the sinister 
Roger Chillingworth arrives to offer the minister a devil’s definition 
of die work of the romance artist—"we dream in our waking 
moments, and walk in our sleep"—^whereupon Dimmesdale seems 
to awake from his "ugly dream.” 

The culmination of Dimmesdale’s apprenticeship in converting 
submerged sexual energy into imaginative expression is his composi¬ 
tion and performance of his Election Sermon and the concomitant 
"Revelation of the Scarlet Letter.”® And it is, of course, Hester 
who incites simultaneously his passion and his artistic impulse. 
"Begin all anew!" she exclaims headily, exhorting him to exchange 
guilt over the sexual past for present satisfaction and creative 

5. Hie vleir I take of Dimmesdale ben 0 / tke Fathers: Sawthome^s Psyckohg- 
bas beeo aetldpated at many points by Uoi Themes (New York, 1966), pp. 
Fnderick C. Crews in his brilliant chap- 136>1S3. 
tar on Tke Soviet Letter In The Sms 
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energy. "Preachl Write! Act! Do any thing, save to lie down and 
die!” And to implement Dimmesdale’s improved career as lover and 
artist, Hester releases her dark, luxuriant, abundant hair, whereupon 
”her sex, her youth, and the whole richness of her beauty, came 
back from what men call the irrevocable past.” Dimmesdale returns 
to the village from his forest interview with Hester visibly excited, 
as Hawthorne tells us, with his hitherto repressed and still forbid¬ 
den sexuality straining toward consciousness in odd ways. He thinks 
he is going mad as his erotic energy first displaces itself into an evil 
urge ”to do some strange, wild, wicked thing or other, with a sense 
that it would be at once involuntary and intentional; in spite of 
himself, yet growing out of a profounder self than that which 
opposed the impulse.” 

Barely managing to suppress his impulse to whisper obscenities 
and blasphemies, the minister is aware that some internal change is 
taking place: ”he had yielded himself with deliberate choice, as he 
had never done before, to what he knew was deadly sin. And the 
infectious poison of that sin had been thus rapidly diffused through¬ 
out his moral system.” He now feels a true “sympathy and fellow¬ 
ship with wicked mortals and the world of perverted spirits” and is 
thus fully prepared for the role of artist. Reaching his study, he sees 
the unfinished Election Sermon on his desk and thinks with scorn 
and pity (and some slight envy: dark knowledge is a burden) of 
that relatively innocent self who had aspired to inspiration before: 
"Another man had returned out of the forest; a wiser one; with a 
knowledge of hidden mysteries which the simplicity of the former 
never could have reached.” Now in full contact with his primitive 
self, Dimmesdale is ready to convert sexual guilt into imaginative 
power.® He eats “with ravenous appetite” the food he requests from 
a servant. Then: 

Flinging the already written pages of the Election Sermon into 
the fire, he forthwith began another, which he wrote with such 
an impulsive flow of thought and emotion, that he fancied him¬ 
self inspired; and only wondered that Heaven should see fit to 
transmit the grand and solemn music of its oracles through so foul 
an organ-pipe as he. 

But “leaving that mystery to solve itself, or go unsolved for ever, he 
drove his task onward, with earnest haste and esetasy,” finding in 
the morning in front of his “bedazzled eyes” a “vast, immeasurable 
tract of written space.” 

Hawthorne’s attitude toward Dimmesdale’s “inspiration” is 
noticeably dual, and we should not overlook his ironies. 'The “grand 
and solemn music” that is being transmitted through the foul 

6. Concerning the composition of the a fruitful, ecstatic harmony” ('*Tke 
Election Sermon. Ernest Sandeen writes: Scarlet Letter as a Love Story,” PULA, 
“Clergyman and lover work together in LXXVII [1962], 430). 



The Dark Blossom of Romance • 411 

organ-pipe of the minister’s emotion is (no matter what Dimme$> 
dale may delude himself into thinking) clearly not a heavenly oracle 
but the still, sad music of humanity. Guilty passion turns him into 
a romancer, not a religious prophet. The truth of Dimmesdale’s 
achievement is exposed by the response of the artist Hester—at once 
his most appreciative audience, his best critic, and his only muse— 
to his performance. The power of romance art lies more in connota* 
tion than in denotation, and it is Dimmesdale’s soul music, not his 
religious libretto, that signifies for Hester. His words are “indistin¬ 
guishable,” since the meaning resides in the plaintive undertone of 
his song: 

A loud or low expression of anguish,—the whisper, or the shriek, 
as it might be conceived, of sufifering humanity, that touched a 
sensibility in every bosom! At times this deep strain of pathos 
was all that could be heard, and scarcely heard.... The complaint 
of a human heart, sorrow-laden, perchance guilty, telling its secret. 
... It was this profound and continual undertone that gave the 
clergyman his most appropriate power. 

Romance art, we must remember, is oblique art, the true mean¬ 
ing often contradicting what apparently is being said. The prophetic 
message contained in Dimmesdale’s sermon differed, we are told, 
from that of the Old Testament prophets because “whereas the 
Jewish seers had denounced judgments and ruin on their country, it 
was his mission to foretell a high and glorious destiny for the newly 
gathered people of the Lord.” The minister’s listeners can explain 
the “sad undertone of pathos” discernible in the sermon only by 
assuming that it signaled his approaching holy death. But Hester 
(and the reader) knows the truth: Dimmesdale’s romance/sermon 
is really a song of human woe. Why, then, docs the sermon’s reli¬ 
gious message seem to contradict its inner meaning? Herein lies 
Hawthorne’s most telling irony. Dimmesdale's Election Sermon is 
not complete until he has performed the coda: the revelation of the 
scarlet letter and his final speech. What he actually—and incredibly 
—does in his last utterance is to apply the sermon’s prophetic mes¬ 
sage of a high and glorious destiny for the people of New England 
to himself. Dimmesdale concludes his Election Sermon by claiming 
that he is one of the Elect! All of his “afflictions” (the “burning 
torture” on his breast, the “dark and terrible” old Chillingworth, 
his “death of triumphant ignominy”) are signs of salvation: “Had 
either of these agonies been wanting, 1 had been lost for everl” To 
say the least, Dimmesdale’s reading of providential signs is curious: 
he is surely saved because he appears thorou^ly damned. Why— 
we certainly are expected to ask—may not his suffering be the type 
of what, being indeed damned, he will undergo throughout etern¬ 
ity? Dimmesikle himself, in his moment of truth with Hester in 
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the forest, had already said, "The judgment of God is on me. ... I 
am irrevocably doomed"; and Hawthorne has echoed this judgment 
by calling the minister, when he returns to the village, a "lost and 
desperate man."^ 

Tlie fantastic pride evinced by Dimmesdale’s Election Sermon is 
the final sign of his utter damnation. Thus the real meaning of the 
minister’s prophetic claims does not contradict at all the underlying 
tone of pathos. The romance truth conveyed through Dimmesdale’s 
performance is the inevitable one: sin, suffering, and ineluctable 
human tragedy. And the "mystery" of why heaven should use the 
energy of dark passion to express religious truth has been solved—it 
does not. The truth of romance is a human one, and it is dark 
indeed. 


JOHN CALDWELL STUBBS 
The Scarlet Letter: 

“A Tale of Human Frailty and Sorrow” t 


As the romance begins, we are quickly made aware that the set¬ 
ting is not just a physical place, but also a moral landscape, we 
encounter an expanding series of opposing images. First our atten¬ 
tion focuses on a prison door. It is dark, severe, and ugly. Haw¬ 
thorne associates it with the civilized world that constructed it. It 
represents the harshness of society's laws. Beside it grows a wild rose 


7. The question of Dimmesdale’s salva¬ 
tion or damnation is hotly disput^. For 
a vigorous defense of the authenticity of 
Dimmesdale’s regeneration, see Darrel 
Abel, “Hawthorne’s Dimmesdale: Fugi¬ 
tive from Wrath," Nineteenth-Century 
Fiction, XI (1956), Sl-lOS; also, Hugh 
N. Maclean, “Hawthorne’s Scarlet Let¬ 
ter: ‘The Dark Problem of This Life,’ ” 
American Uterature, XXVII (1955), 
12-24. Roy R. Male sees Dimmesdale|s 
fitul performance as a kind of apotheosis 
(Hawthornes Tragk Vision, pp. 115- 
117). Hyatt H. Waggoner speaks of 
Dimmesdale’s “final act of courageous 
honesty’’ but points out that the possi¬ 
bility of his being saved is ambiguous 
(Hawthorne: A Critical Study, revised 
^ition [Cambridge, Mass., 1963], pp. 
149-150). Ernest Sandeen argues force¬ 
fully against Dimmesdale: the image 
“of Dimmesdale as the idealised PuriUn 
Everyman who vindicates the whole 
theociraUc idea ts obviously intended to 
strike the reader as ironic. For the 
reader knows, as the people cannot, that 


the creative energy which produced the 
sermon and sustained Dimmesdale in 
the pulpit had its source in the lovers’ 
meeting in the forest. To put it bluntly, 
the inspiration which breathed through 
the preacher’s apologia for the Puritan 
system is simply, from the Puritan point 
of view, ‘outlawed passion’ ’’ (“The 
Scarlet Letter as a Love Story,’’ p. 432). 
Edward H. Davidson also argues per¬ 
suasively for Dimmesdale’s damnation, 
both as a Puritan and as a nineteenth- 
century romantic, in “Dimmcsdale’s 
Fall,’’ New England (Quarterly. XXXVI 
(1963), 358-370. See, too. William H. 
Nolle, “Hawthorne’s Dimmesdale: A 
Small Man Gone Wrong," New England 
(Quarterly, XXXVIII (1965). 168-186; 
and cf. Crews, The Shu of the Fathers, 
pp. 149 if. 

t From The Pursuit of Form: A Study 
of Hawthorne and the Romance by John 
Caldwell Stubbs (Urbana: University of 
Illinois Press, 1970), pp. 81-102. Some 
footnotes have been omitted and the 
remainder renumbered^ 



“A Tde of Human Frailty and Sorrow” * 413 

bush, a representative of the unrestricted world of nature, in 
obvious contrast to the prison door. The rose bush is delicate and 
fragile. It seems to offer its beauty to the prisoner “in token that 
the deep heart of Nature could pity and be kind." 

This contrasting set of images is developed in human terms in the 
next chapter. The Puritan women of “The Market-Place" ate exten¬ 
sions of the prison. They are manlike in their aggressiveness and 
severity. One woman—called an “autumnal matron"—wants Hester 
branded on the forehead for her adultery, and another, described as 
“the ugliest as well as the most pitiless of the self-constituted 
judges," calls out, “This woman has brought shame upon us all, 
and ought to die. Is there no law for it?" In contrast to this grim 
chorus of matrons is the softly feminine young wife holding her 
child by the hand. She understands Hester’s anguish and feels sym¬ 
pathy for her. “O, peace, neighbours, peace!" she whispers. “Do not 
let her hear you! Not a stitch in that embroidered letter, but she 
has felt it in her heart." We should note that the young wife 
stresses the word heart. We first encountered it in connection with 
the rose bush as a token of the “heart of nature.” The heart will, of 
course, become a dominant image in the book when we see Dim- 
mesdale continually covering his heart with his hand. For the 
moment, let it suffice to say that Hawthorne uses the heart as a 
metaphor in the standard nineteenth-century way as the seat of the 
emotions, llie young wife opposed to the matrons illustrates the 
natural emotions as against severe social laws of behavior. But we 
cannot say the matrons represent the head, seat of reason in the 
standard dichotomy Hawthorne was fond of speculating on in his 
notebooks. The matrons in their pursuit of fulfilling the letter of 
the law go far beyond any sense of reasoned justice. They are as 
emotionally charged in their defense of the law as the young wife is 
in her sympathy. 

In precisely this context are Hester and Chillingworth presented 
to us. They are part of the series of opposed images. Hester is 
almost literally an intensification of the young wife. She carries her 
child in her arms. The striking richness of her attire and her dark 
hair make her woman on the large scale. Hawthorne likens her to 
the madonna of Renaissance art. Her role as representative of unre¬ 
stricted, natural emotions is made all the more clear by contrast 
with the beadle marching before her as an embodiment of “the 
whole dismal severity of the Puritan code of law." The role of the 
beadle is quickly subsumed by Chillingworth. Seeing himself as an 
aging husband who wronged Hester by bringing her to a loveless 
marriage, he can forgive her adultery as no more than a counter¬ 
balancing wrong. But he bums to make the escaped lover suffer. Here 
he becomes Hester’s ultimate adversary. In his demoniacal drive, he 
embodies the severest aspects of the hard justice of the Puritans to 
which Hester stands irrevocably opposed. 
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The opening movement of The Scarlet Letter^ then, unfolds in a 
series of contrasts that define the boundaries of opposition in the 
work. The series may be diagrammed for convenience this way: 


ETHICAL AND MORAL CONFLICT 


Prison 

versus 

Rose Bush 

(emblem of society’s 


(unrestricted 

restrictive laws) 


nature) 

Puritan Matrons 

versus 

YoungWife with Child 

(severe, manlike 


(feminine woman of natural. 

purveyors of 


unrestricted emotion 

society’s laws) 


of sympathy) 

Beadle 

versus 

Hester with Pearl 

(emblem of severity 


(woman guilty of sin 

of society’s laws) 


of unrestricted emotion) 

Chillingworth 

versus 

Hester 

(severe purveyor of 


(woman guilty of sin 

society’s laws) 


of unrestricted emotion) 


The conflict reduced to its simplest terms exists between the laws of 
behavior fundamental to an ordered, moral society and the ungov- 
emed, natural emotions of the human heart. With the dark-visaged 
Chillingworth and the feminine, loving Hester representing the two 
forces, we see that Hawthorne confronts us with the conventional 
opposition of the black Puritan and the fair Puritan. Hawthorne 
even shares the bias of contemporary romancers, initially at least, in 
showing Puritan severity in the worst and Hester's loving nature in 
the best possible light (as for instance in her loyalty to Dimmesdale 
on the pillory). But Hester differs from her prototype. Visually she 
is dark rather than blond. Ethically she is guilty of a demonstrable 
social wrong. From the beginning the simple opposition suggests 
future complexities beyond the conventional. Similarly, the neatness 
of the dichotomy must be suspect, for as we have seen, the purvey¬ 
ors of the social law are not without their emotion, which might 
be termed natural and unrestricted as well as the young wife’s and 
Hester’s. Yet despite these objections, or warnings of future compli¬ 
cations, it is the clear-cut extremities of the conflict that Hawthorne 
wants us to recognize at the outset of The Scarlet Letter. By means 
of the partial abstractions of the fair Puritan and the black Puritan, 
he establishes the limits of the dilemma he is ^ing to treat. 'They 
define the area to be probed and call attention to the work’s artifice. 
The conventional opposition launches Hawthorne. 

Directly betwMn the two forces stands Arthur Dimmesdale. He is 
the romance’s most complex character, its most “real” character, for 
he encompasses in his personality both of the extremes Hester and 
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Chillingworth define.^ He has participated in the unrestticted pas¬ 
sion of Hester, and he has punished himself as severely as even 
Chillingworth could require. A certain psychological complexity is 
apparent in him from the first speech he makes to Hester on the 
scaffold. He commands her to name her lover, if, and only if, he 
implies, naming him will aid her salvation and bring peace to her 
soul. Since naming her lover can do no more than reduce Hester’s 
period for wearing the letter, Dimmesdale is effectively asking her 
not to reveal him. As he continues his speech, however, he contra¬ 
dicts himself. Hester’s silence can only tempt her lover to “add 
hypocrisy to sin,” he reasons. Ironically, Hester has been the fortu¬ 
nate one. Heaven has marked her guilt with the child Pearl. Ought 
she to withhold the similar relief of identification from her lover, he 
asks. Now he is on the verge of asking her, truly, to do what he is 
too weak to do->reveal his sin. He wants to confess, and he does 
not want to confess. This is exactly his state of mind when he 
ascends the scaffold late at night and calls out neither long enough 
nor loud enough to be discovered, when he sermonizes on his 
imperfection, knowing his parishioners will not believe him, and 
when he allows Chillingworth to probe him with his cat-and-mouse 
tactics. Dimmesdale has committed what he and his society feel to 
be a sin of unrestricted emotion. The need to redeem himself 
weighs heavily on him. Public confession is the means he envisions. 

That his confession needs to be public is a vexing problem.^ It 
smacks of tawdry exhibitionism. Why can’t Dimmesdale repent his 
moral sin to Cod in private and tacitly balance his social offense by 
good works, we might well ask. Of course, the most immediate answer 
must be that a public confession is irrevocable, whereas a private 
confession to God may be countermanded at will. Also, in psycho- 
logical terms, public confession would be the most excruciating form 
of masochism open to Dimmesdale if we assume, as Frederick 
Crews suggests, that Dimmesdale has repressed his sexual drive and 
converted it through reaction formation to self-flagellation. Then, 
too, public confession would remove the stain of hypocrisy from 
Dimmesdale. All of these answers seem valid for Dimmesdale the 
man. But for Dimmesdale the character, in a world view ordered by 


1. One of the amasing aspects of Haw¬ 
thorne criticism is the way critics have 
fought over the notion of whose book 
The Scarlet Letter is, Hester’s or Dim- 
mesdale’s. Indeed, most of the doiens 
of the most recent articles are concerned 
with defending a camp. 1 would want to 
urge a return to a *'relativi.stic” reading 
such as that undertaken by John C. 
Gerber, “Form and Content in The 
Scarlet Letter,” Sew England Quar^ 
terly, XVII (March, 1944), 2S-SS. 
where we study the effect each has on 


the other. While I consider Dimmesdale 
to be easily the most “complex” char¬ 
acter in The Scarlet Letter, I do not 
necessarily call the book "his.” 

2. In particular, it vexes Edward 
Davidson, “Dimmesdale’s Fall,” New 
England Quarterly, XXXVI (Septem¬ 
ber, 1963), 358-370, and William Nolle, 
“Hawthorne’s Dimmesdale; A Small 
Man Gone Wrong,” New England Quar¬ 
terly, XXXVIII (June. 1965), 168- 
186, both of whom find the confession a 
kind of bribe for grace. 
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Ibwthome the artificer, we must go badk to the fundamental idea 
of all of Hawthorne’s fiction, the idea that the individual must 
affirm sympathetic ties with his fellow human beings, sin-stained 
though they may be. Public confession is for Dimmesdale an 
affirmation that he is one with his fellow mortals. * * * 

The situation confronting Dimmesdale is treated by megns of 
emblematic characters such as we saw established at the beginning 
of the book. Chillingworth continues to represent a severe purging 
force. His immediate effect on Dimmesdale is debilitating. Chilling- 
worth keeps Dimmesdale alive only to prolong the tortuous game 
Chillingworth enjoys playing with the minister. Yet we need not be 
concerned with Chillingworth's motivation at the moment. Here we 
may consider him an externalized force in what is essentially Dim- 
mesdale’s own psychodrama. When Chillingworth is not present, 
we know from the bloody scourge that Dimmesdale himself pla3rs 
Chillingworth’s part. Indeed, it is easy to imagine Dimmesdale 
alone in the famous interrogation scene of “The Leech and His 
Patient” playing both the role of prosecutor and of defendant, pre¬ 
senting himself with the black roots from the dead man’s heart, and 
putting Chillingworth’s questions to himself in the hope that he 
can refute them. The ease with which Dimmesdale turns aside 
Chillingworth’s first group of questions indicates that Dimmesdale 
has been over the questions before in his own mind. 'The scene is a 
dramatization of what Hawthorne calls Dimmesdale’s ^’constant 
introspection wherewith he tortured, but could not purify, himself.” 
Even Chillingworth’s final thrust, which confounds Dimmesdale 
and ends the questioning at that point, is only an elaboration of 
Dimmesdale’s plea on the scaffold to Hester to save him from 
hypocrisy. Chillingworth rejects Dimmesdale’s claim that some men 
maintain the false appearance of innocence in order to have the 
opportunity to perform good works. “These men deceive them¬ 
selves,” answers Chillingworth. “They fear to take up the shame 
that rightfully belongs to them. Their love for man, their zeal for 
God’s service,—^these holy impulses may or may not coexist in their 
hearts with the evil inmates to which their guilt has unbaned the 
door, and which must needs propagate a hellish breed within them. 
But, if they seek to glorify God, let them not lift heavenward their 
unclean handsi If they would serve their fellow-men, let them do it 
by making manifest the power and reality of conscience, in con¬ 
straining them to penitential self-abasement!” Chillingworth puts it 
nicely. Ironically, he almost brings Dimmesdale to the means for 
escaping his torture—^public confession. But Chillingworth knows 
his man, in this instance. Dimmesdale is not able to confess yet, 
and so the torture may go on, draining Dimmesdale of his energy 
and his will to enter the human world. Chillingworth goads Dim¬ 
mesdale toward destruction by playing on his self-loathing, his 
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honor at the base stains in himself. These Chillingworth holds up 
before him. 

The life-giving aspects of Dimmesdale’s sin are represented by 
Pearl. Surely an unconvincing human character, she is, nevertheless, 
a very important and very complicated symbolic one. Literally she is 
the result of Dimmesdale’s sin. Hawthorne refers to her as the 
"living hieroglyphic” of the sin. Dressed in scarlet, she is an embod¬ 
iment of the letter A. For Dimmesdale to acknowledge her, of 
course, is another way for Dimmesdale to confess his guilt. So on a 
naturalistic level her very existence implies a means of escape from 
Chillingworth’s hold. (Indeed, Dimmesdale feared a hereditary 
resemblance might give him away.) The biblical connotations of 
her name—usually associated with purity attained through Christ or 
baptism—^and Hawthorne’s phrase describing her as worthy of Eden 
suggests that she stands for the human heart purified or the state of 
grace. We do see her in this role at the brookside, when she stands 
separated by the stream from Dimmesdale and wreathed in flowers, 
almost a medieval icon for grace, a pearl maiden. But this is not her 
most prominent role. Mainly she is a humanizing or life-giving force 
for Dimmesdale. This role is best illustrated during the middle scaf¬ 
fold scene, when Dimmesdale partially claims her by taking her 
hand and being joined by her to Hester during the night. “The 
minister felt for the child’s other hand, and took it. The moment 
that he did so, there came what seemed a tumultuous rush of new 
life, other life than his own, pouring like a torrent into his heart, 
and hurrying through all his veins, as if the mother and the child 
were communicating their vital warmth to his half-torpid system. 
The three formed an electric chain.” Taking Pearl’s hand is perhaps 
an image contrasted to Dimmesdale’s usual pose of covering his 
heart with his hand. The vignette on the pillory is strikingly like 
Hawthorne’s usual representations of the human condition in its 
emphasis on energy. Dimmesdale feels a tremendous inflow of 
energy from this movement toward the release of confession. This is 
the end which Pearl chiefly signifies. She represents the strength-giv¬ 
ing powers of the human heart. Therefore, we may extend our origi¬ 
nal diagram to describe Dimmesdale’s conflict in this way; 


Chillingworth, 
the Black Puritan 
(severe restrictions 
on social conduct) 


Dimmesdale Hester, 

the Fair Puritm 
(the sinner) (unrestricted 

human emotions) 


Chillingworth 
(debilitating force 
through loathing of 
unre s t ri cted human 
emotions) 


Dimmesdde Pearl 

(the sinner) (life-giving force 

through affirmation 
of human emotions) 
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The second step above grows logically out of the first. In order for 
Dimmesdale to gain self-knowledge and an understanding of other 
men, he must recognize that he has human emotions. Then he may 
enter into a sympathetic understanding of his fellow men. To do 
this he must affirm Pearl. That done, he may feel the rush of energy 
of being part of a vital life force. But at the same time Dimmfisdale 
knows and never doubts that he has committed a social and moral 
wrong. Therefore he wishes to purge himself of the tendency to sin. 
This is another way of saying that Dimmesdale is blocked in gain¬ 
ing self-knowledge because he loathes what he must affirm. Like 
Hamlet, he shrinks back from the contamination of the world in 
which he has to act. 

As was the case with the opposing forces we found at the begin¬ 
ning, the roles of Chillingworth and Pearl overlap. The diagram 
should only serve to hold them apart momentarily. Pearl, for exam¬ 
ple, is in her own way just as torturing as Chillingworth. When the 
ph3rsician probes Dimmesdale with his questions in their lodging. 
Pearl comes to the window not to save Dimmesdale but to add her 
taunts. The cruelty of the daughter strongly affects Dimmesdale. In 
his dreams he is haunted by the figure of Pearl pointing her forefin¬ 
ger first at Hester’s letter and then at Dimmesdale's own breast. 
The dream gesture is repeated twice more in the flow of real 
events.^ On the scaffold at night. Pearl points to the dark form of 
Chillingworth watching the scene, and in the forest she points at 
her mother's breast, now stripped of the letter. In both instances 
she reminds Dimmesdale of the torturing aspect of the sin. Simi¬ 
larly, she heightens his agony by asking on the scaffold and in the 
forest when will he take her hand in front of the other people of 
Boston. We may say that these acts will eventually be regenerative 
for Dimmesdale since they push him toward realization of his 
flawed human condition. Yet if we say this of Pearl’s role, must we 
not say it of Chillingworth’s? Certainly Dimmesdale comes to feel 
before his death that the torture inflicted by Chillingworth has 
served ultimately a positive function in the design of Providence. 
He thanks God for an avenger to keep the torture "always at red- 
heat.’’ The answer to our question must be yes. Chillingworth ulti¬ 
mately serves a positive function too. 


At the beginning of the work, Dimmesdale wishes to deny the 
existence of sinful emotions in his heart. His act of adultery has 


3. See Anne Marie McNamara, “The 
Character of Flame: The Function of 
Pearl,” American Literature, XXVII 
(January, 1956), 537-SS3. McNamara 
makes this point and examines at length 
Pearl’s role as goad to Dimmesdale. 


However, she goes too far when she 
claims Pearl is the "motivation” for 
Dimmesdale’s confession. I would prefer 
to put it that Pearl symbolizes the posi¬ 
tive force which drives him to confes¬ 
sion. 
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shown him that they do, in fact, exist there, but he wishes to see 
the adultery as an aberration he can rectify. He cannot confess pub¬ 
licly, or totally to himself, because he refuses to believe that the 
capacity to sin is fundamental to his human condition. Therefore 
he scourges himself and submits to Chillingworth’s interrogations to 
purify himself. His refusal to accept the capacity to sin is directly 
contrary to Hawthorne’s notion that the individual must see the 
world as it is in order to act in it. But the refusal has a nobility. It 
is founded on Dimmesdale’s desperately held longing to rise to die 
highest level of human life, tQ move toward perfection, and to strive 
toward his God. 

The true nature of his condition is revealed to him in the forest 
with Hester. After seven years of trying to purge himself of his long¬ 
ing for Hester, Dimmesdale encounten her alone and discovers that 
his emotion is exactly as it was. Now he is forced to admit to him> 
self that such emotions are fundamental to his nature. No amount 
of penitence can drive them out. He recognizes his common mortal¬ 
ity. The result is a flow of energy through his body, more intense 
and lasting than the energy he felt on the scaffold at night. Dim¬ 
mesdale describes his feeling to Hester: “I seem to have flung 
myself—sick, sin-stained, and sonow-blackened—-down upon these 
forest-leaves, and to have risen up all made anew, and with new 
powers to glorify Him that hath been merciful! This is already the 
better life!” He feels a release from his self-torture in this new 
affirmation of the emotions of his heart. 

But while such emotions may be freely indulged in the forest, the 
world of nature, they must be restricted and ^vemed in the world 
of men. This I^mmesdale discovers during Ae six confrontations 
he has on his walk back to town. In the first five cases, he is 
tempted to follow his emotions, but recognizes a need to curb 
them. He is tempted to make blasphemous suggestions about the 
Last Supper to a deacon, destroy a lonely old woman’s belief in an 
afterlife, make lecherous signs to a young virgin, tell dirty words to 
a group of children, and trade off-color jokes with a drunken sailor. 
Each emotion Dimmesdale finds either needlessly harmful to otiier 
human beings or degradingly self-indulgent. What he has done in 
affirming his emotions becomes clear when he meets Mistress Hib- 
bins in the sixffi confrontation. He has, in effect, given his soul 
momentarily to the Black Man of the Forest. That is, he has con¬ 
signed himself to the pursuit of emotions that may often be evil. 
Importantly, Hawthorne puts this revelation mostly in ethical rather 
than moral terms. If Dimmesdale were to follow his emotions com¬ 
pletely, he would, quite demonstrably, hurt odier human beings. 

Dimmesdale now enters his third phase. He admits the full range 
of his human heart and seeks to atone for its base aspects. The shift 
from his initial situation is subtle. By the end of the work, he 
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rejects both of the extreme positions open to him at the start and 
moves toward a synthesis. First, he rejects the debilitating aspects of 
severe punishment by cutting off ChilHngworth's attempts to ques- 
tion him after his return from the forest. In doing this Dimmesdale 
strikes the pose of synthesis, as Anne Marie McNamara has shown 
us, by standing with one hand on the Hebrew scriptures (severe jus> 
tice) and the other on his heart (unrestricted emotion). Second, at 
some point between his return to the town and the delivery of his 
election sermon, he rejects Hester's plan to run off to follow their 
emotions completely. The intellectual pride of Dimmesdale, so 
obviously a negative aspect of Dimmesdale earlier, now saves him 
from a life of utter self-indulgence. With his new knowledge he can 
recognize his heart for what it is and enter the brotherhood of men; 
but he refuses to sink into a brutish indulgence of his heart; he still 
wishes to rise to the highest level of life and to lead his fellow men 
with him. This is pride in the best sense, for it is coupled with 
humble recognition of the evil of which he is capable. 

Seen from this perspective, the final pillory scene is a moment of 
triumph for Dimmesdale. At the election sermon, Dimmesdale 
speaks out with the "tongue of flame” on the relationship between 
the human condition and the divine. Hawthorne describes the 
effect of his voice: “Like all other music, it breathed passion and 
pathos, and emotions high or tender, in a tongue native to the 
human heart, wherever educated.” Dimmesdale can now speak fully 
in the heart’s native tongue, because he recognizes the full range of 
his own heart. At the same time, however, he urges his audience 
not to despair of attaining the grace of God. The overriding effect 
of his sermon is the note of hope that comes from the "passion and 
pathos” in his voice. The confession that follows outside the meet¬ 
ing house is a dramatic re-enactment of the sermon. Dimmesdale 
confesses his sin and throws himself repentant before Cod with 
hope. His act is a message to the other sin-tainted mortals around 
him. His final moment is one of leadership. Here on the scaffold he 
claims Pearl and escapes Chillingworth’s destruction. 

The question of whether or not Dimmesdale has received grace 
cannot ^ answered. The answer lies beyond the scope of the book. 
All we can say is that he has done everything in his power to under¬ 
stand his human condition, to repent its base aspects, and to lead 
his fellow mortals well. By any human standards he has acquitted 
himself as nobly as possible, but divine grace is beyond his human 
comprehension. So when Hester asks if they will be together in an 
afterlife, he can give no definitive answer. He fears and he hopes. 
All we may see at the end of the work are the two separate graves 
with the single tombstone to answer our own wondering. What we 
may conclude positively about Dimmesdale is that he has brought 
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himself to the point where grace may come to him, and this is tiie 
most positive statement we should expect from Hawthorne. Dim. 
mesdale is as triumphant as a human heir^ can be. 


GABRIEL JOSIPOVICI 
[Letter into Hieroglyph]! 


The pattern of the book [is] clear. Seen from a Puritan stand- 
point Hester is guilty of a terrible sin and Pearl is the visible and 
living symbol of that sin. Seen from a 'natural' perspective Hester's 
adultery with the man she loves is normal, perhaps even laudable, 
and nature’s approval of her action can be seen in the fruit of that 
union, a child completely untainted by the false code of the Puri- 
tans and thus able to fulfil all her natural instincts. The novel 
would then be the description of the psychological state of guilt, 
the tragedy of a woman who accepts the guilt others be 5 *^ow upon 
her even though she herself has not really done anything to incur it. 
Yet this explanation, however attractive to our anti-Puritan age, 
does not seem able to account for enough in this mysterious book. 
Hester may be the central character, but both she and Pearl only 
function in relation to the two men, Dimmesdale the father and 
Chillingworth the husband. It is the conflict between these two 
which actually provides the force that propels the story forward and 
brings it to its end. Moreover there is clearly a connection between 
the revelation of Dimmesdale and the metamorphosis of Pearl into 
a sentient human being, as well as between that revelation and the 
ending of the book. Simply to substitute an interpretation of the 
book in terms of Natural/Unnatural in the place of the Puritan 
terms of Cood/Evil is clearly not enough. It fails to account for its 
peculiarly elusive quality, the sense that there is always a meaning 
over and above what is said. 

A clue may be provided by an episode that occupies a central 
place in the structure of the book though not in that of the narra- 
tive. This is the appearance in the sky of the mysterious sign, which 
is 'read' in such different ways by the different characters, and 


t From Tke World and the Book: A University Press. 1971), pp. 1SS~78. 
Stitdy of Modem Fiction by Gabriel £lome footnotes have bera omitted and 
Josipovki (Stanford, Calif.: SUnford the remainder renumbered. 
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whose significance is explained by the narrator in terms which 
should be himiliar to us from similar discussions in earlier chapters: 

Nothing was more common, in those days, than to interpret all 
meteoric appearances, and other natural phenomena that oc. 
curred with less regularity than the rise and set of sun and qioon, 
as so many revelations from a supernatural source. . . . The belief 
was a favourite one with our forefathers, as betokening that their 
infant commonwealth was under a celestial raardianship of pe¬ 
culiar intimacy and strictness. But what shall we say, when an 
individual discovers a revelation, addressed to himself alone, 
on the same vast sheet or record. In such a case it could only be 
the symptom of a highly disordered mental state, when a man, 
rendered morbidly self-contemplative by long, intense, and secret 
pain, had extended his egotism over the whole expanse of nature, 
until the firmament itself should appear no more than a fitting 
page for his soul’s history and fate. 

It can only be for this reason, says the narrator, that Dimmesdale 
’read’ the sign in the sky that night as showing forth a huge letter 
’A’. To the citizens of Salem^ what appeared was *a great red letter 
in the sky—the letter A, which we interpret to stand for Angel', 
and which they connect with the passing into heaven of the angelic 
Governor Winthrop. A little later we are told that many people 
regarded Hester as a Sister of Mercy, and ’refused to interpret the 
scarlet A by its original signification. They said that it meant Able, 
so strong was Hester Prynne, with a woman’s strength.’ It is even 
suggested that the letter on her breast is a sort of nun’s cross, the 
sign of her good work in the town among the poor and the sick, 
and near the close of the book we learn of the Indians who have 
come out of the forest to look around the town and who ’fastened 
their snake-like eyes on Hester’s bosom, conceiving, perhaps, that 
the wearer of this billiantly-embroidered badge must needs be a per¬ 
sonage of high dignity among her people’. In other words the letter 
forms part of a conventional, not a natural, language, and how we 
read it depends on what assumptions we bring to it, what language- 
game we are playing. Our earlier discovery that the Puritan view of 
the world in terms of Good and Evil was only one way of looking at 
things, and did not correspond to reality should have warned us 
that our new description in terms of Natural/Unnatural was simi¬ 
larly relative. The different interpretations of the letter confirm us 
in this view. The letter is not branded by God into Hester’s flesh, it 
is stuck on there by the community. Hester, in other words, is only 
an adulteress because she is named one by the community in which 
she lives. But it would be equally wrong to say that if she is not an 
adulteress then she is something eke. Yet that is the natural 

1. Bostm. ISiltar.} 
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response. If she is not this then what is she? we ask. And we come 
back to that ambiguity of which Winters so greatly disapproved. If 
Pearl is not an elf-child then what is she? Why does Hawthorne 
stall in this way? Why won’t he tell us straight out? 

The really surprising thing is not the nature of the ambiguity, 
but the fact of it. We don’t usually feel the need to ask such ques> 
tions of characters in novels—as Winters correctly intuited. Novel- 
ists usually tell us what a character is *really’ like when they first 
introduce him, and if they keep the answer back for a while then 
this too is part of the plot and we wait eagerly for the answer to 
come. But, as Proust noted, we cannot do this kind of thing in ordi¬ 
nary life. We don’t ever know who or what people ‘really’ are. Are 
they ‘really’ anything? Proust’s novel suggests that the question is 
meaningless as such, that it is wrongly phrased. What Hawthorne’s 
novel suggests is that to ask a question like that in the expectation 
of an answer, or to give an answer and imagine it to be the ‘truth’, 
is to act like Hester’s Puritan accusers. We take it as perfectly natu¬ 
ral for a novelist to tell us that X is a thief, Y an adulteress, and Z 
a middle-aged man whose wife has deserted him. We are so used to 
the convention that we don't think about it. But if we transfer the 
situation from the book to life we see at once what it implies. It 
implies that there is an essence in a person which can be labelled, 
defined, spelt out. But can we really say of any of our friends that 
they are this or that and imagine that this tells us what is essential 
to them? Can we say it of ourselves? 

One of the central features of the seventeenth-century intellec¬ 
tual revolution which we briefly examined in the last chapter was a 
desire to get to the truth of things combined with a desire to 
remove the troublesome factor of persons from the field of inquiry. 
Just as language came to be seen in essentialist terms, as secreting 
meaning inside individual words, so people came to be seen in 
terms of discoverable motives revealing essences. ‘There can be no 
power, short of Divine Mercy, to disclose whether by uttered word, 
or by type or emblem, the secrets that may be buried in the human 
heart’, writes the narrator in The Scarlet Letter^ but Chillingworth, 
the leech, as the old doctor is punningly called, knows nothing of 
divine mercy yet will not rest until he has uncovered Dimmesdale’s 
secret. Like the new scientist forcing nature to yield up her secrets 
or like the Puritans creating the genre of the autobiography in their 
efforts to find out what it is they really are, Chillingworth sets to 
work on Hester’s lover. But it is not really that he wants to find out 
what he does not know; rather he knows that<Dimmesdale is the 
father of Hester’s child but wants the man himself to confess it to 
him. Why? Why this need to hear the other say what he already 
knows? And why, once the other has spoken, is he free and does he 
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die? To find the answers to these questions is finally to understand 
the book. 

The moment Chillingworth sets eyes on the priest he seems to 
grasp his secret, and, although the other is unaware of it, from that 
moment he begins to work on him. But he sees this work as no 
more than a way of helping nature with her task, for, as he sSys to 
Hester: 

By thy first step awry, thou didst plant the germ of evil; but 
since that moment it has all been a dark necessity. Ye that have 
wronged me are not sinful, save in a kind of typical illusion; 
neither am I fiend-like, who have snatched a fiend’s office from 
his hands. It is our fate. Let the black flower blossom as it mayl 

Note the way Chillingworth demythologises Puritan theology: You 
are not objectively sinful, he says, and I am not the devil, but your 
sin led to your guilt and to you my role is that of the devil, even as 
your sense of guilt is proof enough of your real guilt. We saw earlier 
that it was possible to make better sense of Hawthorne in psycho¬ 
logical than in theological terms. Now we see that Puritanism itself 
conceives theology in psychological terms: demythologising is a 
Protestant, not a Catholic pursuit. The only difference between 
Chillingworth’s view of Hester and that of the critic who holds that 
she is not really sinful but only obsessed by guilt at what she has 
done, lies in the interpretation of the word ’really’. It would be 
self-evident to a Calvinist that if someone feek guilty then he must 
be guilty; there is, after all, no other information to go on apart 
from our feelings. And as for the Freudian critic, he would no 
doubt agree with the linking of imagining and being, though he 
would feel no need to bring Cod into it. But the main point of the 
passage, and the one I wish to stress here, is Chillingwordi’s sense 
of the inevitability of the whole action, given that first, decisive 
event. Hester, Dimmesdale and himself, he says, are only agents in 
an action which it lies beyond them to influence in any way. There 
is a dark necessity at work in all their lives, a compulsive logic 
which will carry them to their inevitable ends. 

Chillingworth is almost right. There is a logic of compulsion at 
work here, but it can be broken, and it is. By acknowledging his 
guilt in public Dimmesdale escapes at last from the clutches of his 
enemy—as Chillingworth is the first to realise. When what had 
been secret, buried from the community, from the reader, and even, 
we feel, from Dimmesdale’s own consciousness, is brought out into 
the light of day, is verbalised, Dimmesdale, for the first time since 
his original guilty act, is free. But this freedom, strangely, seems to 
go hand in hand with death, as though what had kept him alive so 
far was the very thing that caused his torment, his refusal to 
acknowledge his guilt. And this guilt, we can now see, is what drove 
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the novel forward, gave it its necessary direction and impetus, for it 
to expire when what had been repressed at last comes out into the 
open. What is this relationship then between fiction and guilt, 
between Hawthorne, his characters, and the scarlet letter itself? 

Pearl is what Dimmesdale would suppress—^both literally and 
figuratively. She is the embodiment of the letter, the living sign of 
adultery. Yet she herself does not know what the letter is. ‘What is 
the meaning of the scarlet letter?' she asks. ‘Why does the Miniser 
hold his hand continually to his breast?' It is because she is the 
letter that she cannot know what it means; so that, at the very end, 
when she comes to understand what it means, she changes her 
nature completely: 

Pearl kissed [Dimmesdale’s] lips. A spell was broken. The great 
scene of grief, in which the wild infant bore a part had de¬ 
veloped all her sympathies; and as her tears fell upon her father's 
cheek, they were the pledge that she would grow up amid human 
joy and sorrow, nor forever do battle with the world, but be a 
woman in it. 'Towards her mother too. Pearl’s errand as a mes¬ 
senger of anguish was fulfilled. 

'Thus there are really two deaths: the literal death of Dimmesdale 
and the spiritual death of the old Pearl, Pearl-as-letter. But the two 
are of course aspects of the same situation. Pearl is what Dimmes¬ 
dale would suppress, the scarlet letter itself; but since she is there, 
alive, in front of him, he cannot do so and must eventually 
acknowledge her. When he does so, verbalising his unconscious 
thoughts, he is freed from his guilt, which means that he ceases to 
feel it. And we, the readers, understanding what has happened, also 
cease to experience. Meaning has been substituted for feeling. In 
the words of 'Thomas Hooker, the experience, once articulated, 
becomes history, becomes a map of sin, and we no longer feel its 
poison. Language is what frees us from the immediate present, it 
allows us to make sense of sheer occurrence, as the bard made sense 
of Odysseus’ exploits. But this freedom involves a loss, symbolised 
here by the breaking of the spell and the death of a man. 

Pearl, we have said, is the letter, and so not really human; her 
discovery of the meaning of the letter is the equivalent of Marcel’s 
discovery of the fact that even his mother is not one with him. It 
turns her into an adult, free to make choices and forced to accept 
responsibility in the world. Dimmesdale tries to repress the letter 
and is forced compulsively towards his own destruction. When he 
has spoken he too is freed, but, because he was an adult and there¬ 
fore always responsible for his decisions, that freedom is only the 
freedom to die in peace. As for Hester, she wears the letter on her 
bosom because, unlike her lover, she accepts the judgement of 
society while recognising its limited and conventional character. 
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Not even the forest can hide the letter, she says, only the ocean can 
swallow it—meaning that only death can remove it from its place 
on her bosom. But, because she accepts it, she is free of Chilling, 
worth, who can do nothing to her which she has not already done 
to herself. Where Chillingworth and Dimmesdale are in agreement, 
accepting the same standards of right and wrong, true and false, 
Hester accepts the naturalness of her act. For her the letter is per. 
haps only a sign of her involvement in man's fallen condition, and 
by accepting its conventional non-natural character, she is able to 
transform it into the mark of Able, a nun’s cross, a sign of high 
worth.* 

Chillingworth is of course one of Hawthorne's many scientist.fig. 
ures. His task is to drag the secret out of nature, to turn the silence 
of the universe into human and meaningful discourse. In other 
words, to turn nature into allegory. Dimmesdale is what he works 
on, but Dimmesdale resists him. Out of this resistance art is bom. 
For art exists in the moment between the silence of nature and the 
verbalisation of allegory. For the silence of nature could only be 
conveyed in a wholly natural language; a conventional language, the 
language of ordinary discourse, will inevitably fail to convey it. 
What is required then is a language which is both natural and con. 
ventional, which can both embody the experience and communicate 
it: the language of hieroglyphics. For the hieroglyph represents 
what it means, is that of which it is the sign. Unfortunately, for a 
language of genuine hieroglyphs to be possible the world itself 
would have to be absolutely meaningful. All that the writer who is 
concerned with tmth can do, therefore, is to articulate the condi. 
tions for a hieroglyphic language, and this is what Hawthorne does 
in The Scarlet Letter. 

The artist is both Chillingworth and Dimmesdale. Like the 
former, he wants to force nature to speak, but success in his enter¬ 
prise is synonymous with failure, since meaning, as we have seen, 
destroys being. At the same time, like the latter, he will feel guilt at 
a primal fault but will not confess it; and, confessing it, will no 
longer feel the necessity to write. But what is the artist’s primal 
fault? It is his decision to write, and to write this rather than that, 
his choice of one theme and one beginning, which mle out all the 
others. His initial action is unnatural, it is the cutting up of a seam- 
less whole for the purposes of exploration. Like adultery, it is an 
unnatural action, the memory of which he wishes to suppress, but 
the fruit of which is there, like Pearl, in front of him. And once he 
acknowledges it there is nothing more to write, for the novel was 
built out of the suppression of its own origins: unlike Pearl it is 

2. Compare the way Arthur, in Sir Gawain’s green girdle: instead of the 
Cawam and tie Creem Ktuikt, alters, sign of Gawain’s guilt it becomes the 
by a public action, tbe symbolism of sign of his common humanity. 
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made up of words, and therefore can articulate the conflict and 
reveal the forces that led to its own composition. 

Hawthorne, we can now see, is not primarily interested in either 
theology or abnormal psychology. He is interested in trying to 
convey the experience of the journey by means of a map of the jour¬ 
ney, and he does this by dramatising the relations between them, 
between journey and map, world and book. Hawthorne is not like 
Dimmesdale or Chillingworth, or even like Pearl. His book is like 
Pearl, a living, irreducible symbol, but he himself is like Hester, 
who accepts her guilt because she recognises that all human bein^ 
are guilty—guilty, that is, of betraying iife’ to ‘meaning* in order to 
make sense of experience. That is a condition of being human, and 
that is what Pearl herself experiences at the last.* 

Hawthorne’s book steers between the silence of Dimmesdale and 
the knowledge of Chillingworth, as does Pearl herself, but, accept¬ 
ing its original sin—that of existing at all, a book in the world—^it 
wears its title as Hester does her badge. It can do this ultimately, 
only because it gains its full meaning by referring away from itself 
to its maker, its final significance lying in that implied relationship. 
For The Scarlet Letter^ we must remember, is more than the story 
of Hester and her badge; it is also the story, related in the preface, 
of how Hawthorne himself came to settle on this subject. In the 
traditional novel a preface in which the author describes how he 
came to find the MS. which forms the main body of the work 
serves merely to give a spurious authenticity to what follows. In this 
book, however, what is found is not a MS. but the letter itself —a 
physical object. Hawthorne insists that the few sheets of writing that 
went with it only served as the basis for his imaginative reconstruc¬ 
tion of a possible occurrence. In the preface we see him among a 
group of men who are described in great detail, as though Haw¬ 
thorne wished to show us what he could have done had he wanted 
to write a novel of this kind. But he does not want to because the 
very freedom which he has here, and in which a Dickens or a Hardy 
revels, is, for Hawthorne, synonymous with irresponsibility. Lan¬ 
guage used in a non-compulsive way is a sign of man's freedom from 
the immediate, but this freedom to Hawthorne is meaningless 
unless it is set against a prior bondage. So now we sec him discover¬ 
ing the letter, pondering on its signi&ance, submitting himself to its 
reality. The letter is in a room, the room is in a building (the Cus¬ 
tom-House), but there is nothing in the letter: it just is. And yet: 

My eyes fastened themselves upon the old scarlet letter, and would 

not be turned aside. Certainly there was some deep meaning in 

3. L^-Strauss recovats that 'the Jesuit letting themselves be painted. He who 
missionary Sanchez larador has de- is not painted, they said, is “dumb”.’ 
scribed the passionate seriousness with (Structwal AntkroPology, trans. Jacob- 
which the natives devoted whole days to son and Scho^f [London, 1969] 2S7.) 
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it most worthy of interpretation, and which, as it were, streamed 
forth from the mystic symbol, subtly communicating itself to 
my sensibilities, but evading the analysis of my mind. 

The book which grows from this meditation, then, is Hawthorne’s 
scarlet letter, living, like Pearl, and evading the deadly probing of 
those who, like Chillingworth, would pluck out its secret. But it can 
only do this because, like Hester Prynne, it recognises that the letter 
is not a natural sign whose meaning must be unearthed. Yet it is 
more than the first letter of the alphabet. . . . Out of this contradic¬ 
tion Hawthorne creates his novel, which mimes his own attempt to 
understand and, in doing so, allows being and sa3dng to co-exist, 
turns letter into hieroglyph. 


JOHN E. BECKER 
The Concluding Ritualt 

Hester put on the letter at the end of the forest meeting and 
became again the gloomy figure she has been throughout the story. 
But Dimmesdale seems to be a new man. ♦ ♦ • 

What there is in Dimmesdale, is a new kind of animal vitality 
that has lain dormant throughout the book, the animal vitality that 
must have been there when he sinned with Hester. It has since 
been repressed, but now it springs forth once more. Dimmesdale 
delights in his march through the rough forest, he delights in his 
verbal sparring with Chillingworth, he eats ravenously, he produces 
the election-day sermon furiously, but morally he is not trans¬ 
formed. He is what he was, false, only more viciously so. Hawthorne 
gives no evidence of any other judgment upon him. As Hester is the 
representative of the moral inadequacy of the heart, Dimmesdale 
remains the representative of the falsity, the moral ambiguity, of 
Puritan righteousness. Neither hero nor heroine have so far 
achieved any moral heroism. 

Hawthorne, at the end of his book, reconstitutes by means of a 
ritual the unchanged social texture of the Puritan world. The open¬ 
ing description of the New England holiday gives us the sense of a 
return to the surface of Puritan life. The forest scene brought all of 
our long involvement with its depth of personal pain to its climax. 
Now Hester is once more the muted public allegory of sin. Her gray 

t From Hawthorne’s Historical AUe- Washington, N.Y.: Kennikat Press, 
tpry; An Examination of the American 1971), pp. 88-154. Footnotes have been 
Conscience by John E. Becker (Port omitted. 
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clothing makes her personality recede so that the letter advances, 
revealing her “under the moral aspect of its own illumination/' But 
only a “pretematurally gifted observer" would have been able to 
detect in her any anticipatory glow of new freedom. Pearl is what 
she has always been, the incarnation of the letter and of that rich¬ 
ness of personal response in Hester which has been obscured. Haw¬ 
thorne creates the Puritan holiday scene through the dialogue of 
Hester and Pearl, then interposes another of his historical essays on 
the paradoxical Puritan love of ritual festivity. In the midst of this 
bustle of color and high feeling Hawthorne stages an almost oper¬ 
atic entrance of the sea captain with Chillingworth. One can hear 
the chords of the orchestra and feel the strokes of doom on Hester's 
heart. But Hawthorne wastes little time building suspense. He had 
never really allowed us to believe in the escape. The problem of 
The Scarlet Letter cannot be solved by plot. Hawthorne hastens on 
to the moral resolution of his story. And so we end where we began, 
on the scaffold, where the problem of society and the individual 
human heart was first proposed. This time we are armed with a 
deeper and broader moral insight into the conflict. 

The crowd takes its ritual form as the procession begins, a more 
solemn and magnificent procession than the one which took Hester 
to the scaffold. But Hawthorne makes us see, nevertheless, that it is 
the same Puritan world. Of this scene Marius Bewley says: 

This crisis is enacted against a solidly realized background of civil 
and military order, and at this crucial moment of the novel the 
background has the effect of powerfully personifying that society 
from which Hester’s and Dimmesdale’s sin has alienated them. 

It clearly represents much more than was suggested by the rude 
inquisitiveness of the boors who gathered around Hester in the 
market-place. Without the resonance provided by this richly 
communicated sense of a more-than-Puritan society which we 
are given in such passages, the whole tragedy would lose statute. 

The authoritV'Structure is based, not on the old value of nobility, 
nor on the modem estimation of individual achievement, but on 
“the massive materials which produce stability and dignity of charac¬ 
ter.” The climactic order of the procession, music, soldiery, the civil 
government, is crowned by the appearance of Dimmesdale. The 
retiring, sensitive saint has given way to a new person of ambiguous 
vitality who seems more fitted for the high position which the min¬ 
istry held among these people. Dimmesdale is every inch the role he 
plays. But it is experienced as a role by Hester, who sees him as out 
of her reach, not the man with whom she had shared sudi an inti¬ 
macy as the intimacy of the forest. Is it a man playing a role that 
we see? All that we have seen of Dimmesdale up to that forest 
meeting would lead us to think so. But we are meant to be uncer¬ 
tain. The whole of the story now focuses on this man. Hester has 
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had her moment and been defeated. The malignancy of evil in the 
penon of Chillingwoith has thwarted all hope of escape. For her all 
is over. We have still to learn about Dimmesdale. 

Hester takes up her position near the scaffold for this decisive 
ritual. Through her ears we hear the sermon as music. The words of 
the sermon are undoubtedly the words of the Puritan allegory,* but 
that allegory is of little interest to her. She has rejected it from the 
beginning. All that is important to her is the person of her lover. 

The sermon had throughout a meaning for her, entirely apart 
from its indistinguishable words. Th^ perhaps, if more dis¬ 
tinctly heard, might have been only a grosser medium, and have 
clogged the spiritual sense. 

She hears the rise and hill of his voice as the anguish of suffering 
humanity. 

Meanwhile, Hester becomes the center of vulgar attention. Once 
more Hawthorne ventures that some, in this case the Indians, may 
consider the letter the sign of a high ^gnity. That had been his own 
first reaction in the Custom-House. He has used it repeatedly to 
keep our view of Hester distinct from the Puritan view. Hester sees 
the same group of matrons who had been at her first exposure on 
the pillory. 

At the final hour, when she was so soon to fling aside the burning 
letter, it had strangely become the centre of more remark and 
excitement, and was thus made to sear her breast more pain¬ 
fully, than at any time since the first day she put it on. 

Hawthorne binds up beginning and end, impressing us with the 
irrevocable quality of Hester’s punishment in spite of any changes 
in the attitude among the Puriten people. 

Hawthorne has built up his picture of the Puritan holiday thrugh 
the eyes of Hester and Pearl, and we have heard Dimmesdale’s 
sermon through Hester’s ears. Now the narrative point of view 
shifts with finality away from the interior world of Hester and back 
onto the social surface of the Puritan world. The Puritans, of 
course, are interested in Dimmesdale’s words because they are the 
words of the Puritan allegory. But Hawthorne’s irony, though 
subtle, is unmistakable as he gives us those words. Whatever high 
and glorious destiny New England may have, it is not, from his 
standpoint in time, as a people of the Lord. Hawthorne does not say 
it is not, but the fact that he puts it into the mouth of Dimmes¬ 
dale, who is at one and ffie same time the most admired of Puritan 
divines, and the most deeply sinful of the Puritan people, imph'es 
something about the validity of the message. The secret of Dimmes¬ 
dale’s appeal as a pitacher, all these years, has been the secret 
canker of guflt eating away at him; and this sermon, we know, is 
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the product of a climactic surrender to evil which released a vitaUty 
in Dimmesdale that had long been repressed. Dimmesdale's 
triumph is ambiguous, as Puritanism’s must It is defeated by the 
undertow of personal guilt, as the rigid Puritan world is bound to 
be defeated by the imperious undertow of natural humanity. 

After his triumphant sermon, the procession forms again amidst a 
massive shout of the people. But their shout is silenced by the 
appearance of the minister, feeble and pale. Predictably they misin¬ 
terpret. 

This earthly faintness was, in their view, only another phase of 
the minister’s celestial strength; nor would it have seemed a 
miracle too high to be wrought for one so holy, had he ascended 
before their eyes, waxing dimmer and brighter, and fading at last 
into the light of heaven I 

As Dimmesdale ascends the scaffold, Chillingworth is defeated. 
But the Puritan hierarchy, too, is defeated. Its world of clear mean¬ 
ings is upset and at a loss. 

The men of rank and dignity, who stood more immediately 
around the clergyman, were so taken by surprise, and so per- 
plexed as to the purport of what they saw,—unable to receive 
the explanation which most readily presented itself, or to imagine 
any other,—that they remained silent and inactive spectators of 
the judgment which Providence seemed about to work. 

Still, even this triumph is a profoundly ambiguous one. 

“For thee and Pearl, be it as God shall order,” said the minister; 
“and God is merciful! Let me now do the will which he hath 
made plain before my sight. For, Hester, I am a dying man. So 
let me make haste to take my shame upon me.” 

Is this the self-centered individualism so characteristic not only of 
Puritan material culture, but especially of Puritan spirituality? Or is 
it the psychological freedom of a man who realizes that the deepest 
and fullest love cannot intrude between God and another soul, that 
love has to recognize this limit inherent in the solitude of every 
human person? Does Dimmesdale, at the very moment when he has 
the courage to acknowledge his love for Hester and Pearl, renounce 
them out of fear for his own salvation, or stand free of them with 
the clear-sighted love of a man who knows the limits of love? It 
seems an unresolved question which leaves the meaning of Dimmes- 
dale’s character ambiguous with precisely the ambiguity that is at 
the heart of Puritan faith. 

Dimmesdale turns; 

to the people, whose great heart was thoroughly appalled, yet 
overflowing with tearful sympathy, as knowing that some deep 
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life^matter—^which, if full of sin, was full of anguish, and re¬ 
pentance likewise—^was now to be laid open to them. 

The confession of Dimmesdale is a confession about the scarlet 
letter. It is a revelation of its depths, depths which the Puritan 
people had failed to penetrate. But Hawthorne insists that these 
people are different from the crude multitude which had first stared 
at Hester. They are different as well from their rigid Puritan leaders. 
They are a people in whom nature has won out over dogma. Haw¬ 
thorne speaks of their great heart overflowing with tearful sympa¬ 
thy. Dimmesdale calls on this natural human sympathy as he takes 
them with him beneath the legal symbol into the heart where the 
letter really exists and where they had not been able to perceive it 
before. The form of the confession is a step by step penetration of 
the interior reality of the symbol. 

He tells you, that, with all its mysterious horror, it is but the 
shadow of what he bears on his own breast, and that even this, 
his own red stigma, is no more than the type of what has seared 
his inmost heart. 

In such a climax which finally interprets a symbol that has 
focused the attention of the reader throughout the book, the char¬ 
acters themselves too must change. This is both a demand of psy¬ 
chological realism and a demand of the allegorical form. We have 
here another moment within the fiction when what it is that makes 
a character demonic or real is at work. 

We saw Chillingworth change from man to demon at the begin¬ 
ning of the book, a multivalent human life gradually became 
demonic as his obsession reduced Chillingworth’s existence to a 
single dimension. He became an embodiment of revenge, distilled 
to its most subtle and intense essence. But the object of revenge is 
now gone and his existence no longer has any principle of reality. 
Chillingworth disappears. 

Pearl, on the other hand, has not had her chance at real human¬ 
ity. The psychological distortion which has been twisted into her 
personality by her mother’s guilt and isolation, and reinforced by 
the Puritan community, has inhibited the free development of love 
and the capacity to suffer. Here she is freed. 

Pearl kissed his lips. A spell was broken. The great scene of grief, 
in which the wild infant bore a part, had developed all her sym¬ 
pathies; and as her tears fell upon her father’s cneek, they were 
the pledge that she would grow up amid human joy and sorrow, 
nor for ever do battle with the world, but be a woman in it. 
Towards her mother, too. Pearl’s errand as a messenger of anguish 
was all fulfilled. 

Her father’s confession has released her from the inhibiting allegori¬ 
cal role she has been forced to assume. She is die one character of 
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the book who changes from allegprical to real. This tmsfonnation 
has been called the operation of a mere dem ex macninsL} But if 
there is a lapse in characterization here, it is but a partial one. The 
relationship with Hester has been profoundly real. 

Dimmesdale remains the ambiguous representative of the Puritan 
world. The vitality which came to him in the forest was not, in 
terms of the book, a vitality rooted in freedom, Christian or pagan. 
Perhaps there is no mimetic, that is, psychological explanation for 
Dimmesdale’s confession. It remains tained with ambiguity. 

The law we broke!—the sin here so awfully revealed; let these 
alone be in thy thoughts! I fear! I fear! It may be, that, when 
we forgot our God,—^when we violated our reverence each for 
the other's soul,—it was thenceforth vain to hope that we could 
meet hereafter, in an everlasting and pure reunion. God knows; 
and He is merciful! He hath proved his mercy, and most of all, in 
my afflictions. 

Perhaps the same fear which vitiated Dimmesdale's stance toward 
his people inspirits him as he stands before God. Dimmesdale 
remains, as he dies, the symbol of an ambiguity within the heart of 
Puritanism. 

Only Hester is by-passed by this climactic event. Only her love for 
Dimmesdale is important to her. The revelation of the scarlet letter 
as well as its larger moral implications leave her untouched. For her, 
there has been much passion, but no fulness of perception. She only 
begs desperately for reassurance that they will be reunited in 
heaven, and Dimmesdale cannot give it to her. Hester remains 
unfulfilled, more a twisted and scarred relic of sin than a tragic her¬ 
oine. 

There is still one significant group of people within the Puritan 
populace which must be mentioned. There were spectators at Dim¬ 
mesdale’s confession who denied it all: there had been no mark, no 
confession, only a spectacular display of humility. These are the 
purest Puritans who failed to be a part of that great heart of 
humanity because they are so tied to their dogmas. They are slaves 
of the drive of the Puritan mind to maintain the validity of its 
simple allegory of human guilt. Membership in the Puritan commu¬ 
nity, after all, was based on the ability of that community to judge 
by external signs the interior consciences of men. To admit the real¬ 
ity of such a colossal deception as the minister’s was to catch a 
glimpse of the precarious uncertainty of the whole Puritan social 
and religious system. There were bound to be some who sensed and 
reacted to the threat posed by the minister’s confession. For these 
people the Puritan allegorical process went inexorably on: 

1. Literally, “god from the machine’’; chine; now used to characterize any 

from Greek drama where when a god forced solution to a literary problem, 

tntervened to solve a mortal problem {Editor.] 
he was lowered onto the stage by a ma- 
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According to these highly respectable witnesses, the minister, 
conscious that he was dying,—conscious, also, that the reverence 
of the multitude placed him already amone saints and angels,— 
had desired, by yielding up his breath in the arms of that hillen 
woman, to express to the world how utterly nugato^ is the 
choicest of man’s own righteousness. After exhausting lire ip his 
efforts for mankind’s spiritual |ood, he had made the manner of 
his death a parable, in order to impress on his admirers the mighty 
and mournful lesson, that, in the view of Infinite Purity, we are 
sinners all alike. 

Hawthorne strikes the same subtly ironic note here that he struck 
in describing the sermon at the end of Hester’s hours on the scafi 
fold. In both moments it is possible to sense the depths of Haw¬ 
thorne’s understanding of Puritanism, but also his understanding of 
humanity itself, which is able to go on quietly but persistently driv¬ 
ing the most profoundly complex agonies of the individual con¬ 
science into the simple ethical patterns of a social code. 

Hawthorne steps forward once more at the story’s end, though 
his presence was never totally obscured at any point in the novel. 
Here again he is not just the story-teller who has presented the tale, 
but the artist-thinker who has suffered the story. 

We have thrown all the light we could acquire upon the portent, 
and would gladly, now that it has done its office, erase its deep 
print out or our own brain; where long meditation has fixed it 
in very undesirable distinctness. 

As one who has both told and suffered through the story, Haw¬ 
thorne, not surprisingly, emerges with a moral somewhat different 
from the one with which he had begun: “Be true! Be true! Be true! 
Show freely to the world, if not your worst, yet some trait whereby 
the worst may be inferred!’’ He has not lost his hold on the principle 
of the sanctity of the heart, but in “A Flood of Sunshine” he gave 
that principle a kind of ultimate test. He submitted himself and us 
as fully as possible to the experience of freedom and new life which 
Hester held out. He created, cooperated to the full with her elo¬ 
quent rhetoric. Ultimately, however he found both Hester and the 
principle limited and incomplete. Both fail in a fundamental rela¬ 
tionship with reality. Hawthorne has given free play as well to the 
diffuse but inexorable power of nature. That too he tested to the 
full in the forest scene. Nature is an aspect of reality which will 
ultimately revenge itself on man if he fails to recognize its power, as 
it revenges itself on Dimmesdale and eventually on Puritanism. 
Still, even nature is but a vague and uncertain beacon. 

There has been a refinement of Hawthorne’s meaning, a modifi¬ 
cation of the principle which he set out to test in his allegory. 
Morality must be more than respect for the sanctity of the human 
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heart, or rather one must respect it in all its dimensions by being 
ultimately and in all things true. In this very limited sense one can 
say that there is a moral lesson in The Scarlet Letter. This cuts in 
all directions, at Chillingworth, at Hester, at Dimmesdale, at Haw¬ 
thorne himself and his own highly emotional commitment to the 
sanctity of the heart. 

Perhaps, after our own critical journey through the novel and the 
forest of criticism which continues to grow up around it, we may be 
forced to return to the words of one of Hawthorne’s earlier and 
better critics for our conclusion. George E. Woodberry finds Haw¬ 
thorne almost as blind to the positive values of Puritanism as Haw¬ 
thorne finds Puritanism blind to the values of the human heart. In 
emptying Puritanism of its Christian values Hawthorne has dis¬ 
torted “not so much the Puritan ideal—which were a little matter 
—^but the spiritual life itself.” And so Hawthorne concludes with an 
ultimate and despairing contradiction; It may even be true that 
hatred and love are at bottom the same. “In the spiritual world, the 
old physician and the minister—^mutual victims as they have been 
—^may, unawares, have found their earthly stock of hatred and 
antipathy transmuted into golden love.” 

In a kind of coda, we return to Hester. She has never been freed 
of the scar of the letter. When she returns from Europe to the set¬ 
tlement, she resumes it. She does gain a certain perspective, a histor- 
ical perspective like Hawthorne’s. Still it is radically incomplete. 
Hester dies in sonow and is buried separately from her love “as if 
Uie dust of the two sleepers had no right to mingle.” 
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